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HOW TO READ A DOCUMENT AND USE IT EFFECTIVELY
The long essays you will write in this course will test your ability to use primary source
documents as evidence. Primary source documents are written works, whether letters, inscriptions,
religious writings, law codes or any other kind of government communication, which come from
the actual time we are studying. For History 3225 most of our primary sources are found in this
sourcebook reader. Primary sources are crucial to the study of history because they are the strongest
evidence a historian can use to interpret a period of time. Why? Because these documents are like
windows which look out into another time. They let us hear the voices of the people of the past.
Historians have to read documents and understand what is important in them before they can use
them to write about a person, event or period of time. Since historians are individuals, sometimes
they disagree about what a document means or what in it is important. This is why different
historians can read the same documents and sometimes come up with a different interpretation, or
explanation, of why things happened. History is not written in stone. There is no one right
interpretation of history, only stronger or weaker arguments about what documents mean. What
makes a particular argument strong or weak? The answer is evidence. The best arguments make the
most and best use of primary sources as evidence.
How can you learn to make good use of primary sources? The secret is to know how to read
a document effectively. The best way to do this is to answer four questions about it:
1) Author? Who wrote the document? Was the author one person or a group of people? Who was
the author? Was it a man or a woman, a slave or free man, a rich person or poor? Answer these
questions and you may begin to learn why they wrote what they did.
2) Audience? Who was the document written for? Was it for one person or a particular group of
people? Knowing the audience helps you understand why the document was written in the way it
was, and why it says certain things and not others.
3) Purpose? Why was the document written? This is a much harder question to answer. You need
to know the author and the audience to have a chance to answer this one. Sometimes the document
comes out and tells you the reason, but often you have to speculate (a fancy word for “guess”) on
the purpose. The more you know about the document, the better chance you have of guessing the
purpose for its being written.
4) Importance? Why is this document important? What is the most significant thing it tells us?
This is the hardest question of all to answer because different documents have different importance
to different people. The key here is to discover what is most important about the document so YOU
can use it for your purposes. In the case of the documents in this sourcebook you need to understand
what they tell you about the main themes (or objectives) of this course. Answering the first three
questions helps you determine the answer to this last one.

4

Week One Readings

(Britain in A.D. 500)
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1. Gildas, On the Ruin of Britain (6th cent.)
One of the earliest histories of Britain was written by Gildas (c.500-570 A.D.), a monk and priest
who was born in what is now Scotland. He converted many pagans to Christianity and set up
churches and monasteries in both Ireland and Britain. He became a renowned teacher but ended up
emigrating late in life to the northwestern region of what is now France. His history was called On
the Ruin of Britain and the title itself shows us that as a historian, Gildas was not a detached
observer merely reporting events. His history was to serve a purpose. We can see this when he
describes the fifth century, after the departure of the Romans from the island. One major problem
for the native Britons then was the intermittent depredations of the Picts, a savage and warlike
people from the northern highlands of Scotland. Gildas depicts the events which led various native
Briton kings to invite a Germanic tribe from the continent, called the Saxons, to come into Britain
as hired mercenaries to fight the Picts. The Saxons never left the island and over the years, along
with the Angles and the Jutes, colonized southern Britain and pushed the native Britons farther and
farther westward into Wales.
After reading the selection below please try to answer these questions:
1) According to Gildas, what were the people of Britain like at the time of the Pictish invasions
from the north?
2) What role does God play in the coming of the Saxons into Britain?
3) What does Gildas think of the Saxons? Does he seem biased?
4) Can we entirely trust Gildas’s interpretation of the events in his history?
5) Why do you think Gildas left Britain towards the end of his life?
[From Gildas, The Ruin of Britain, Hugh Williams, ed. (London, 1899), 49-57.]

It was then, for the first time, in the furthermost part of the island, that the Picts commenced their
successive settlements, with frequent pillaging and devastation. . . . While another more poisonous
hunger was silently growing on the other hand, and the devastation quieting down, the island was
becoming rich with so many resources of affluence that no age remembered the possession of such
afterwards: along with these resources of every kind, luxury also grew. . . But it was not this vice
alone that grew, but also . . . hatred of truth together with its fabricators, undertaking evil for good,
respect for wickedness, rather than for kindness, desire of darkness in preference to the sun, the
welcoming of Satan as an angel of light. Kings were anointed, not in the name of God, but such as
surpassed others in cruelty, and shortly afterwards were put to death by the men who anointed them,
without any enquiry as to the truth, because others more cruel had been elected. . . .
In this way they did all things that were contrary to salvation, as if there were no remedy to be
supplied for the world by the true Healer of all men.1 It was not only men of the world who did this,
1

God
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but the Lord’s flock itself also and its pastors, who ought to have been an example to the whole
people. . . .
[The Picts return from their northern lands and begin pillaging]

In this way the time was drawing nigh when the iniquities2 of the country, as those of the Amorites
of old3, would be fulfilled. A council is held, to deliberate what means ought to be determined upon,
as the best and safest to repel such fatal and frequent irruptions and plunderings by the nations
mentioned above.
23. At that time all members of the assembly, along with the proud tyrant4, are blinded; such is the
protection they find for their country (it was, in fact, its destruction) that those wild Saxons, of
accursed name, hated by God and men, should be admitted into the island, like wolves into folds, in
order to repel the northern nations. Nothing more hurtful, certainly, nothing more bitter, happened
to the island than this. What utter depth of darkness of soul! What hopeless and cruel dullness of
mind! The men whom, when absent, they feared more than death, were invited by them of their own
accord, so to say, under the cover of one roof. . .
Then there breaks forth a brood of whelps from the lair of the savage lioness, in three cyulae5, as it
is expressed in their language, but in ours, in ships of war under full sail, with omens and
divinations. In these it was foretold, there being a prophecy firmly relied upon among them, that
they6 should occupy the country to which the bows of their ships were turned, for three hundred
years; for one hundred and fifty----that is for half the time----they should make frequent
devastations. They sailed out, and at the directions of the unlucky tyrant, first fixed their dreadful
talons in the eastern part of the island, as men intending to fight for the country, but more truly to
assail it. To these the mother of the brood, finding that success had attended the first contingent,
sends out also a larger raft-full of accomplices and curs, which sails over and joins itself to their
bastard comrades. From that source, the seed of iniquity, the root of bitterness, grows as a
poisonous plant, worthy of our deserts, in our own soil, furnished with rugged branches and leaves.
Thus the barbarians, admitted into the island, succeed in having provisions supplied them, as if they
were soldiers and about to encounter, as they falsely averred, great hardships for their kind
entertainers. These provisions, acquired for a length of time, closed, as the saying is, the dog's
maw....
24. For the fire of righteous vengeance, caused by former crimes, blazed from sea to sea, heaped up
by the eastern band of impious men; and as it devastated all the neighboring cities and lands, did not
2

Injustices, bad deeds
The Amorites were a Semitic people who lived in what is now Syria during the time the Hebrews came out of Egypt
and established themselves in Canaan. They are mentioned in the Bible as a people whom the Israelites fought and
defeated. The rationale for fighting them was their sinfulness.
4
This is a reference to the king who has called a council to discuss how to deal with the Picts.
5
A unit of time.
6
the Saxons.
3
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cease after it had been kindled, until it burnt nearly the whole surface of the island, and licked the
western ocean with its red and savage tongue.
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2. Tacitus, Germania (AD 98)
Britain had been invaded by Julius Caesar in 55 B.C.E., which began over 400 years of Roman
domination over the island. The decline of Roman power in the late fourth century A.D. left a
power vacuum which was filled by a series of new invasions by Germanic tribes coming from
what is today Denmark and northern Germany. These tribes, including the Angles, Saxons and
the Jutes, left few written records, and we are reliant upon Roman authors for information about
them.
Publius Cornelius Tacitus (ca. 55-120?) was one of the Roman Empire’s most significant
historians. We do not know much about him other than that he came from an aristocratic family,
was well educated and held the civic offices of both a consul and a provincial governor. His
Germania (Latin for “On Germany”), is the only detailed description of the early Germanic
tribes. This work gives us a rare glimpse of the warrior society which was to conquer much of
the island of Britain. Each tribe saw itself as a distinct gens, or people, and had their own allies
and enemies, customs and traditions. But the tribes did share some cultural traits in common.
For example, they all were led by a war leader, sometimes called a chief, a general or a king.
This war leader surrounded himself with a comitatus, a group of followers, usually the very best
fighters in the tribe, who swore an oath of loyalty to him. This bond between war leader and
followers was one of the strongest in their society. The tribes also developed a unique system of
law which helped keep order in their society. Without it they would not have risen to become
such an integral part of European civilization.
As you read the following selection, please answer these questions:
1) What characteristics do the Germanic people value most? Which do they most detest?
2) How is a war leader supposed to act in battle? How about his followers (the members of the
comitatus)?
3) What evidence of the close relationship between a war leader and his comitatus do you see?
4) What role does a warrior’s family play in battles?
5) How do the warriors act in peacetime?
6) How do these people keep order in their society? How do they avoid feuds?
[From Alfred J. Andrea, The Medieval Record (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), pp. 43-46.]
6. Even iron is not plentiful with them, as we infer from the character of their weapons. But
few use swords or long lances. They carry a spear . . . with a narrow and short head, but so sharp
and easy to wield that the same weapon serves, according to circumstances, for close or distant
conflict. . . . On the whole, one would say that their chief strength is in their infantry, which
fights along with the cavalry; admirably adapted to the action of the latter is the swiftness of
certain foot-soldiers, who are picked from the entire youth of their country, and stationed in the
front of the line. Their number is fixed, a hundred from each pagus1. . . Their line of battle is
1

A pagus was a village. The plural form is pagi.
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drawn up in a wedge-like formation. To give ground, provided you return to the attack, is
considered prudence rather than cowardice. The bodies of their slain they carry off even in
indecisive engagements. To abandon your shield is the basest of crimes; nor may a man thus
disgraced be present at the sacred rites, or enter their council; many indeed, after escaping from
battle, have ended their infamy with the halter.2
7. They choose their kings by birth, their generals for merit. These kings have not unlimited
or arbitrary power, and the generals do more by example than by authority. If they are energetic,
if they are conspicuous, if they fight in the front, they lead because they are admired. But to
reprimand, to imprison, even to flog, is permitted to the priests alone, and that not as a
punishment, or at the general’s bidding, but, as it were, by mandate of the god whom they
believe to inspire the warrior. They also carry with them into battle certain figures and images
taken from their sacred groves. And what most stimulates their courage is that their squadrons or
battalions, instead of being formed by chance or fortuitous gathering, are composed of families
and clans. Close by them, too, are those dearest to them, so, that they hear the shrieks of women,
the cries of infants. They are to every man the most sacred witnesses of his bravery -- they are
his most generous applauders. The soldier brings his wounds to mother and wife, who shrink not
from counting or even demanding them and who administer both food and encouragement to the
combatants. . . .
11. About minor matters the chiefs deliberate, about the more important the whole tribe. Yet
even when the final decision rests with the people, the affair is always thoroughly discussed by
the chiefs. They assemble, except in the case of a sudden emergency, on certain fixed days,
either at new or at the full moon; for this they consider the most auspicious season for the
transaction of business . . . .
12. In their councils an accusation may be preferred or a capital crime prosecuted. Penalties
are distinguished according to the offence. Traitors and deserters are hanged on trees, the
coward, the unwarlike, the man stained with abominable vices, is plunged into the mire of the
morass, with a hurdle put over him.3 This distinction in punishment means that crime, they think,
ought, in being punished, to be exposed, while infamy ought to be buried out of sight. Lighter
offences, too, have penalties proportioned to them; he who is convicted is fined in a certain
number of horses or of cattle. Half of the fine is paid to the king or to the state, half to the person
whose wrongs are avenged and to his relatives. . . .
13. . . .Very noble birth or great services rendered by the father secure for lads the rank of
chief; such lads attach themselves to men of mature strength and of long approved valor. It is no
shame to be seen among a chief’s followers. Even in his escort there are gradations of rank,
dependent on the choice of the man to whom they are attached. These followers vie keenly with
each other as to who shall rank first with his chief, the chiefs as to who shall have the most
numerous and the bravest followers. It is an honor as well as a source of strength to be thus
always surrounded by a large body of picked youths; it is an ornament in peace and a defense in
2
3

A halter was a noose. They hang themselves.
He is thrown into a swamp to drown. A hurdle was a moveable panel used to enclose fields or livestock.
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war. And not only in his own tribe but also in the neighboring states it is the renown and glory of
a chief to be distinguished for the number and valor of his followers, for such a man is courted
by embassies, is honored with presents, and the very prestige of his name often settles a war.
14. When they go into battle, it is a disgrace for the chief to be surpassed in valor, a disgrace
for his followers not to equal the valor of the chief. And it is an infamy and a reproach for life to
have survived the chief, and returned from the field. To defend, to protect him, to ascribe one’s
own brave deeds to his renown, is the height of loyalty. The chief fights for victory; his
companions fight for their chief. If their native state sinks into the sloth of prolonged peace and
repose, many of its noble youths voluntarily seek those tribes that are waging some war, both
because inaction is odious to their race, and because they win renown more readily in the midst
of peril, and cannot maintain a numerous following except by violence and war. Indeed, men
look to the liberality of their chief for their war-horse and their blood-stained and victorious
lance. Feasts and entertainments, which, though inelegant, are plentifully furnished, are their
only pay. The means of this bounty come from war and rapine.4 Nor are they as easily persuaded
to plough the earth and to wait for the year’s produce as to challenge an enemy and earn the
honor of wounds. Nay, they actually think it tame and stupid to acquire by the sweat of toil what
they might win by their blood.
15. Whenever they are not fighting, they pass much of their time in the chase, and still more
in idleness, giving themselves up to sleep and to feasting, the bravest and the most warlike doing
nothing, and surrendering the management of the household, of the home, and of the land, to the
women, the old men, and all the weakest members of the family. They themselves lie buried in
sloth, a strange combination in their nature that the same men should be so fond of idleness, so
averse to peace. . . .
21. It is a duty among them to adopt the feuds as well as the friendships of a father or a
kinsman. These feuds are not implacable; even homicide is expiated by the payment of a certain
number of cattle and of sheep, and the satisfaction is accepted by the entire family, greatly to the
advantage of the state, since feuds are dangerous in proportion to a people’s freedom.

4

Raiding or pillaging.
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3. An Early Germanic Ordeal
It was crucial for the leaders of a Germanic tribe to keep order and control the spontaneous
violence of its members. The gens, or people, could be torn apart by violent acts perpetrated by
one member of the tribe on another, especially an act ending in death. Kin loyalty demanded the
seeking of justice against a perpetrator, and this could result in a blood feud between families
which could tear the tribe apart, making it weaker and more open to conquest by a rival tribe. It
was a simple matter to assess blame and punishment when there were witnesses to a crime.
However, it was much more difficult to dispense justice when there were no witnesses, only
someone who was suspected of a crime. Germanic society developed the ordeal as a way of
handling such unwitnessed crimes. After an accusation the tribe forced the suspect to undergo a
ceremony in which the gods, who witnessed all things, would render a judgment. For example, in
the ordeal of water a suspect was thrown into a body of water. If he rose to the surface, it was
said that the water rejected him, and thus he would be found guilty of the crime. If the suspect
did not float, then the water was said to embrace him and he was found innocent. With the
coming of Christianity to the Germanic tribes, the ordeal was kept but the explanation for it
changed. Christian religious leaders taught that the Christian God was all-seeing and demanded
justice. He would not allow a criminal to escape punishment, and it was incumbent upon a
community to hunt out the guilty. Otherwise God might punish an entire tribe for the wrongdoings of a single individual.
The following ordeal was very common among the Germanic tribes. Try to answer these
questions after reading the following selection:
1) What preparations are made before the ordeal may commence?
2) What ritual does the suspect undergo?
3) How is the judgment placed into the Christian God’s hands?
[From Ernest Henderson, ed., Select Documents of the Middle Ages (London, 1903), p. 314.]

The Judgment of the Glowing Iron
After the accusation has been lawfully made, and three days have been passed in fasting and
prayer, the priest, clad in his sacred vestments with the exception of his outside garment, shall
take with a tongs the iron placed before the altar; and, singing the hymn of the three youths,
namely, "Bless him all his works," he shall bear it to the fire, and shall say this prayer over the
place where the fire is to carry out the judgment: "Bless, 0 Lord God, this place, that there may
be for us in it sanctity, chastity, virtue and victory, and sanctimony, humility, goodness,
gentleness and plentitude of law, and obedience to God the Father and the Son and the Holy
Ghost."-After this, the iron shall be placed in the fire and shall be sprinkled with holy water; and
while it is heating, he shall celebrate mass. But when the priest shall have taken the Eucharist, he
12

shall adjure the man who is to be tried ... and shall cause him to take the communion. Then the
priest shall sprinkle holy water above the iron and shall say: "The blessing of God the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Ghost descend upon this iron for the discerning of the right judgment of God."
And straightway the accused shall carry the iron to a distance of nine feet. Finally his hand shall
be covered under seal for three days, and if festering blood1 be found in the track of the iron, he
shall be judged guilty. But if, however, he shall go forth uninjured, praise shall be rendered to
God.

1

Infection.
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Week Two Readings

(Anglo-Saxon Britain --- Part I)
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4. Laws of Ine, King of Wessex (c.694 A.D.)
Ine (688-725) was an early king of Wessex and a famous lawgiver. Rather than create new laws he
was probably the first king to take existing Saxon customs and write them down. This gave them the
force of law. Laws are written as a response to problems in society. Thus these laws give us a
snapshot of life in the late seventh century and the problems of farmers of different levels of
prosperity. They also introduce us to some new terms. A churl was the lowest level of free man in
Anglo-Saxon society. Most were farmers but some had specialized skills, like iron-working, potterymaking or wood-working. There were few full-time craftsmen until after 1000 A.D, and that meant
that most craftspeople also had to farm. An acre was the amount of land tillable by one man with
one ox in one day. A hide was a unit of land originally defined as enough to support a single family
in comfort. By the year 1000 it was equal to 120 acres and was considered the minimum amount of
land needed to support a fighting-man and his family. A yard of land was equal to ¼ of a hide – 30
acres. The average churl family needed 40 to 60 acres of arable farmland (planted for crops) just to
survive. Owners of even one hide of land were quite prosperous. Many churls had to do with far
less land.
1) What problems among peasant farmers are the Anglo-Saxons trying to deal with in these laws?
2) What legal principles seem to be at work?
3) Why are there such strong fines for cutting down trees?
4) Why do you think that the holder of a large amount of hides of land needs to keep a set amount
under cultivation?
5) What does Law #67 tell us about the relationship between a lord and a churl?
[From Roy Cave and Herbert Coulson, eds., A Source Book for Medieval Economic History (New
York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965), pp.15-17, 95.]

25. If a chapman1 traffic up among the people, let him do it before witnesses. If stolen property be
attached2 with a chapman, and he have not bought it before good witnesses, let him prove,
according to the “wite,”3 that he was not privy (to the theft) nor thief; or pay “wite” [36] shillings. . .
40. Of a churl’s close. A churl’s close4 ought to be fenced winter and summer. If it be unfenced,
and his neighbor’s cattle stray in through his own gap, he shall have nothing from the cattle: let him
drive it out, and bear the damage.

From the Old English word ceop for “buying and selling,” a merchant or trader.
Found in the possession of.
3
Fine imposed by a king for a serious crime.
4
A close was the dwelling, garden and out-buildings, like a cow shed, which a churl had.
1
2
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42. Of a churl’s meadow. If churls have a common meadow, or other partible land to fence, and
some have fenced their part, some have not, and eat up their common corn or grass5; let those go
who own the gap, and compensate to the others who have fenced their part, the damage which there
may be done, and let them demand such justice on the cattle as it may be right. But if there be a
beast which breaks hedges and goes in everywhere, and he who owns it will not or cannot restrain
it; let him who finds it in his field take it and slay it, and let the owner take its skin and flesh, and
forfeit the rest.
43. Of wood-burning. When any one burns a tree in a wood, and it be found out against him who
did it, let him pay the full [fine]; let him give 60 shillings, because fire is a thief. If any one fell in a
wood a good many trees, and it be afterwards discovered; let him pay for 3 trees, each with 20
shillings. He need not pay for more of them, were there as many of them as might be; because the
axe is an informer, not a thief. . . .
64. Of him who has 20 hides of land. He who has 20 hides shall show 12 hides of cultivated land,
when he wishes to go away.6
65 Of 10 hides. He who has 10 hides, shall show 6 hides of cultivated land.
66. Of 3 hides. He who has three hides, let him show one and a half.
67. Of a yard of land. If a man agree for a yard of land or more, at a fixed rent, and plough it; if the
lord desire to raise the land to him to service and to rent, he need not take it upon him, if the lord do
not give him a dwelling: and let him lose the crop.

5

The meaning here involves a case in which animals get out of the common meadow and into the arable farmland or a
private garden.
6
To go away means leaves the land or sells it.
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5. Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – Rent Payment in Kind and Money (852)
Peasants in Anglo-Saxon times paid rent for the lands they cultivated to a local lord, who could be
either lay or ecclesiastical. Rents were only partially paid in money, because there just were not
many coins in circulation. As a result lords often collected payments in kind, meaning in produce or
other goods and services, during the course of a year. The document below is a charter, a written
contract between two parties, each of whom have obligations to the other.
1) Who are the two parties involved in this charter?
2) What rent money does the peasant owe each year?
3) What in-kind payments does the peasant owe?
4) Where are the in-kind payments to be delivered?
[From Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, trans. James Ingram (London, 1917), p. 61; reprinted in Roy C.
Cave & Herbert Poulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic History (New York: Biblo &
Tannen Publishers, 1965), p. 61.]

About this time Abbot Ceolred [pronounced “See-OL-red”] of Medhamsted, with the concurrence
of the monks, let to hand1 the land of Sempringham to Wulfred, with the provision, that after his
demise, the said land should revert to the monastery; that Wulfred should give the land of Sleaford
to Medhamsted, and should send each year into the monastery 60 loads of wood, 12 loads of coal, 6
loads of peat,2 2 tuns3 full of fine ale, 2 neats’ carcasses,4 600 loaves, and 10 kilderkins5 of Welsh
ale; 1 horse also each year, and 30 shillings, and one night’s entertainment.6

Let to hand means “leased”.
Britain had few forests and wood was a valuable commodity which was mainly used as a building material. Peat was a
spongy material found in marshy areas which was dried and widely used as fuel.
3
A tun was a large barrel of about 216 gallons.
4
A neat was a cow or ox.
5
A kilderkin was a small barrel of about 16 gallons.
6
In this case entertainment means putting up a resident of the monastery for a night’s lodging.
1
2
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6. St. Benedict of Nursia, The Benedictine Rule (c.520)
In the late third century A.D., inspired by Jesus’s example of self-denial and seeking to escape
from the distractions of worldly concerns, some zealous Christians withdrew to the deserts of
Roman Egypt in search of peace and isolation. They turned their minds wholly to prayer,
contemplation, and ascetic practices. These hermits were the earliest Christian monks. Their
goal was to distance themselves from the material world and all of its fleshly temptations. For
this reason they lived in the wilderness far from towns and cities. However, living a life of
complete solitude as a hermit was very hard and few could endure its rigors. As a result another
model of withdrawal from society developed, in which small groups of individuals went out into
the wilderness and lived communally, sharing their labors and prayers for Christian society.
They formed monasteries. The monastic way of life soon spread from Egypt to Palestine and
Syria and eventually throughout the Christian Roman Empire.
In Italy, Benedict of Nursia (c.480-547), the son of a wealthy Roman family, turned his
back on wealth, found a cave in the mountains, and became a hermit. His example inspired some
nearby monks to ask him to be their abbot. He agreed and eventually founded twelve
monasteries. His greatest accomplishment was the writing of The Rule, a work which established
strict rules of behavior for a monastic community, along with directions for effectively governing
a monastery. From Benedict’s precepts developed the idea that monks took three vows: a vow of
poverty, a vow of chastity and a vow of obedience. The Benedictine Rule became the model for
many monasteries throughout Christendom, including Britain.
In this selection pay attention to the reasons why monasteries are being organized the
way they are.
1) What powers does the abbot have? What responsibilities?
2) Does the abbot make all the decisions in the monastery by himself?
3) How are monks supposed to act? Why should they act this way?
4) What evidence of the vows do you see in this document?
[From Fordham University, The Internet Medieval Sourcebook. Found at
http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/rul-benedict.asp]

2. What the Abbot Should Be Like
An abbot who is worthy to preside over a monastery ought always to remember what he is
called, and carry out with his deeds the name of a Superior. For he is believed to be Christ's
representative, since he is called by His name, the apostle saying: "Ye have received the spirit of
adoption of sons, whereby we call Abba, Father.". . . Let the abbot always be mindful that, at the
tremendous judgment of God, both things will be weighed in the balance: his teaching and the
obedience of his disciples. And let the abbot know that whatever the father of the family finds of
less utility among the sheep is laid to the fault of the shepherd. . . And then at length let the
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punishment for the disobedient sheep under his care be death itself prevailing against them.
Therefore, when any one receives the name of abbot, he ought to rule over his disciples with a
double teaching; that is, let him show forth all good and holy things by deeds more than by
words. So that to ready disciples he may propound the mandates of God in words; but, to the
hard-hearted and the more simpleminded, he may show forth the divine precepts by his deeds….
He shall make no distinction of persons in the monastery. One shall not be more cherished than
another, unless it be the one whom he finds excelling in good works or in obedience. A free-born
man shall not be preferred to one coming from servitude, unless there be some other reasonable
cause. But if, justice demanding that it should be thus, it seems good to the abbot, he shall do this
no matter what the rank shall be. But otherwise they shall keep their own places; for whether we
be bond or free we are all one in Christ; and, under one God, we perform an equal service of
subjection; for God is no respecter of persons. Only in this way is a distinction made by Him
concerning us: if we are found humble and surpassing others in good works. . . He should,
namely, rebuke more severely the unruly and the turbulent. The obedient, moreover, and the
gentle and the patient, he should exhort, that they may progress to higher things. But the
negligent and scorners, we warn him to admonish and reprove....
3. About Calling in the Brethren to Take Council
As often as anything especial is to be done in the monastery, the abbot shall call together the
whole congregation, and shall himself explain the question at issue. And, having heard the
advice of the brethren, he shall think it over by himself, and shall do what he considers most
advantageous. . . .
5. Concerning Obedience
The first grade1 of humility is obedience without delay. This becomes those who, on account of
the holy service which they have professed, or on account of the fear of hell or the glory of
eternal life, consider nothing dearer to them than Christ: so that, so soon as anything is
commanded by their superior, they may not know how to suffer delay in doing it, even as if it
were a divine command. . . .
7. Concerning Humility
The sixth grade of humility is, that a monk be contented with all lowliness or extremity, and
consider himself, with regard to everything which is enjoined on him, as a poor and unworthy
workman. . . The seventh grade of humility is, not only that he, with his tongue, pronounce
himself viler and more worthless than all; but that he also believe it in the inner-most workings
of his heart; humbling himself and saying with the prophet, etc. The eighth degree of humility is
that a monk do nothing except what the common rule of the monastery, or the example of his
elders, urges him to do. The ninth degree of humility is that a monk restrain his tongue from
1

In this section Benedict uses grade to mean “level” or “kind.”
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speaking; and, keeping silence, do not speak until he is spoken to. The tenth grade of humility is
that he be not ready, and easily inclined, to laugh.. . . The eleventh grade of humility is that a
monk, when he speaks, speak slowly and without laughter, humbly with gravity, using few and
reasonable words; and that he be not loud of voice. . . . The twelfth grade of humility is that a
monk shall, not only with his heart but also with his body, always show humility to all who see
him: that is, when at work, in the oratory, in the monastery, in the garden, on the road, in the
fields. And everywhere, sitting or walking or standing, let him always be with head inclined, his
looks fixed upon the ground; remembering every hour that he is guilty of his sins. . . .
33. Whether the Monks Should Have Anything of Their Own
More than anything else is this special vice to be cut off root and branch from the monastery, that
one should presume to give or receive anything without the order of the abbot, or should have
anything of his own. He should have absolutely not anything: neither a book, nor tablets, nor a
pen-nothing at all.-For indeed it is not allowed to the monks to have their own bodies or wills in
their own power. But all things necessary they must expect from the Father of the monastery; nor
is it allowable to have anything which the abbot did not give or permit. All things shall be
common to all. . . .
48. Concerning the Daily Manual Labor.
Idleness is the enemy of the soul. And therefore, at fixed times, the brothers ought to be occupied
in manual labor; and again, at fixed times, in sacred reading. ... there shall certainly be appointed
one or two elders, who shall go round the monastery at the hours in which the brothers are
engaged in reading, and see to it that no troublesome brother chance to be found who is open to
idleness and trifling, and is not intent on his reading; being not only of no use to himself, but also
stirring up others.
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7. The Venerable Bede, The Synod of Whitby (664)
Christianity came into the British Isles during the early third century under Roman rule, but for
centuries afterward it was just one of many religions which were practiced. When Roman rule
deteriorated in the fifth century Germanic invaders, such as the Angles and the Saxons, entered
England and established little kingdoms. These tribes had their own pagan religion and pushed
native Britons, including those who practiced Christianity, westwards into Wales. A Christian
Church, sometimes known as the Celtic Church, thrived in Wales and over the years developed
many liturgical traditions which differed from those of the Church in Rome. From Wales
Christian missionaries, such as St. Patrick and St. Columba, sailed to Ireland and later Scotland
and converted these lands to Celtic Christianity. In the late 500s Pope Gregory the Great sent
the monk Augustine on a mission to southern England to convert the Anglo-Saxons and be the
senior bishop in Britain. Augustine was received well by the king of Kent who granted land in the
city of Canterbury to build a church. This became his base of operations. When Augustine tried
to assert Rome’s authority over the clergy of the Celtic Church and force them to give up some of
their liturgical traditions, such as their method of calculating Easter and their style of tonsure,
they roundly rejected him. For decades two rival Christian churches operated in the British
Isles, each working to convert the Anglo-Saxons, Irish and Scots to their brand of Christianity.
The monk who came to be known as the Venerable Bede earned great fame and honor
through his many writings and became the guiding light of a cultural flowering known as the
Northumbrian Renaissance, named after the northern kingdom in which his monastery was
located. The most famous of his works was the Ecclesiastical History of England, completed in
731. It is one of the earliest histories of England and tells the story of the spread of Christianity
in Britain. Bede’s purpose was to show how the authority of the Roman Church under the Pope
came to Britain and replaced the Celtic Christian tradition.
Please read the selection below and try to answer the following questions:
1) Why does King Oswy decide to hold the synod of Whitby?
2) What defense does Bishop Colman give for his Celtic religious tradition?
3) What defense does the priest Wilfrid give for the Roman tradition?
4) Why does the king decide to follow Wilfrid’s tradition?
5) Why do you think Bede tells this story? What point does it make?
[From J.A. Giles, ed. The Venerable Bede’s The Ecclesiastical History of England (London,
1889), pp.154-160.]

Thus it is said to have happened in those times that Easter was twice kept in one year; and that
when the king [Oswy] having ended the time of fasting, kept his Easter, the queen and her
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followers were still fasting, and celebrating Palm Sunday. This difference about the observance
of Easter . . . was patiently tolerated by all men, as being sensible. . . .
King Oswy first observed that it behooved those who served one God to observe the same rule of
life; and as they all expected the same kingdom of heaven, so they ought not to differ in the
celebration of the Divine mysteries; but rather to inquire which was the truest tradition, that the
same might be followed by all. He then commanded his bishop, Colman1, first to declare what
the custom was which he observed and whence it derived its origin.
Then Colman said, “The Easter which I keep, I received from my elders, who sent me as bishop
hither. All our forefathers, men beloved of God, are known to have kept it after the same manner.
.. It is the same which St, John the Evangelist, the disciple beloved of our Lord, with all of the
churches over which he presided, is recorded to have observed….”
Then Wilfrid2, being ordered by the king to speak, delivered himself thus: -- “The Easter which
we observe, we saw celebrated by all in Rome, where the blessed Apostles Peter and Paul, lived,
taught, suffered, and were buried. We saw the same done in Italy and France when we travelled
through those countries for pilgrimage and prayer. We found the same practiced in Africa, Asia,
Egypt, Greece, and all the world, wherever the church of Christ is spread abroad, through several
nations and tongues, at one and the same time….
[Both Colman and Wilfrid explain their method of calculating the annual date of Easter]

When Wilfrid had spoken thus, the king said, “Is it true, Colman, that these words were spoken
to Peter by our Lord?” He answered. “It is true, O king!” Then says he, “Can you show any such
power given to your [St.] Columba?”3 Colman answered, “None.” Then added the king, “Do you
both agree that these words were principally directed to Peter, and that the keys of heaven were
given to him by our Lord?” They both answered, “We do.” Then the king concluded, “And I also
say unto you that he is the door-keeper, whom I will not contradict, but will, as far as I know and
am able, in all things obey his decrees, lest, when I come to the gates of the kingdom of heaven,
there should be none to open them, he being my adversary who is proved to have the keys.” The
king having said this, all present, both great and small, gave their assent, and renouncing the
more imperfect institution, resolved to conform to that which they found to be better.

1

Colman was a follower of the Celtic Church tradition.
Wilfrid was a missionary of the Roman Church.
3
St. Columba was an early Celtic Christian monk who converted many pagans in Ireland and Scotland to
Christianity. He famously established the monastery in Iona in Scotland from which Colman had come.
2
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8. The Martyrdom of St. Edmund, King of East Anglia (870)
In the 860s an invasion force of Norwegian Vikings, called by Bede “The Great Heathen Army,”
came to England and began conquering the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Northumbria was the first to
fall. Next came East Anglia ruled by King Edmund (r.855-870), who later became known as
Edmund the Martyr or St. Edmund. We know almost nothing about Edmund except some
information about his death. He may have died in battle, but some traditions say that he died at
the hands of the men of the Viking leader, Ivar the Boneless. Regardless, soon after the fall of
East Anglia the Viking army conquered the western half of Mercia, the largest of the AngloSaxon kingdoms, leaving only Wessex to resist the depredations of the Northmen.
Abbo of Fleury (945-1004) was a monk from Fleury Abbey in France who wrote a life of
St. Edmund while on a short stay in England over 100 years after the king’s death. His work is
an example of a hagiography – a biography of a saint which focuses on the actions of the saint,
especially the miracles associated with him or her. Many hagiographies were frequently short on
specifics of the life of the saint and long on miraculous events. This is because the purpose of the
hagiography was to show that God takes an active hand in the world on a regular basis. The
people of the time believed that the divine intervention in these stories demonstrated the power of
true Christian faith. Thus these tales offered examples of proper Christian behavior and
consequently taught a religious message.
In the selection below try to answer the following questions:
1) What makes King Edmund a model for other Christians to follow?
2) How are the Vikings portrayed in this story? How do they kill the king?
3) What miracles are associated with St. Edmund?
4) What lesson might a Christian reader take from this story?
5) What can a modern historian learn from this story of St. Edmund?
[From Abbo of Fleury. Life of St, Edmund, King of East Anglia before 870 in Sweet’s AngloSaxon Primer, 9th ed. (Oxford UP: Oxford, 1961), pp.81-87. Found at the Medieval Sourcebook,
Fordham University (http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/870abbo-edmund.asp).]

[King Edmund] turned to the messenger who Ivar1 had sent him, and, undaunted, said to him: "In
truth you deserve to be slain now, but I will not defile my clean hands with your vile blood,
because I follow Christ who so instructed us by his example; and I happily will be slain by you if
God so ordain it. Go now quickly and tell your fierce lord: 'Never in this life will Edmund submit
to Ivar the heathen war-leader, unless he submit first to the belief in the Savior Christ which
exists in this country.'" Then the messenger went quickly on his way, and met along the road the
cruel Ivar with all his army hastening toward Edmund, and told the impious2 one how he had
1
2

Ivar the Bloodless was one of the leaders of the Great Heathen Army which invaded England in 865.
unholy
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been answered. Ivar then arrogantly ordered that the pirates should all look at once for the king
who scorned his command, and seize him immediately.
King Edmund, against whom Ivar advanced, stood inside his hall, and mindful of the Savior,
threw out his weapons. He wanted to match the example of Christ, who forbade Peter to win the
cruel Jews with weapons. Lo! the impious one then bound Edmund and insulted him
ignominiously, and beat him with rods, and afterwards led the devout king to a firm living tree,
and tied him there with strong bonds, and beat him with whips. In between the whip lashes,
Edmund called out with true belief in the Savior Christ. Because of his belief, because he called
to Christ to aid him, the heathens became furiously angry. They then shot spears at him, as if it
was a game, until he was entirely covered with their missiles, like the bristles of a hedgehog (just
like St. Sebastian3 was). When Ivar the impious pirate saw that the noble king would not forsake
Christ, but with resolute faith called after Him, he ordered Edmund beheaded, and the heathens
did so. While Edmund still called out to Christ, the heathen dragged the holy man to his death,
and with one stroke struck off his head, and his soul journeyed happily to Christ. There was a
man near at hand, kept hidden by God, who heard all this, and told of it afterward, just as we
have told it here.
Then the pirates returned to their ships and hid the head of the holy Edmund in the thick
brambles so that it could not be buried with the rest of his body. After a time, after the pirates
had departed, the local people, those who were left, came there where the remains of their lord's
body without a head was. They were very sad in heart because of his killing, and especially
because they didn't have the head for his body. Then the witness who saw the earlier events said
that the pirates had the head with them, and that it seemed to him, as it was in truth, that they hid
the head in the woods somewhere.
They all went together then to the woods, looking everywhere through the bushes and brambles
to see if they could find that head anywhere. It was also a great miracle that a wolf was sent,
through the guidance of God, to protect that head both day and night from the other animals. The
people went searching and also calling out, just as the custom is among those who often go into
the wood: "Where are you now, friend?" And the head answered them: "Here, here, here," and
called out the answer to them as often as any of them called out, until they came to it as a result
of the calling. There lay the grey wolf who watched over that head, and had the head clasped
between his two paws. The wolf was greedy and hungry, but because of God he dared not eat the
head, but protected it against animals. The people were astonished at the wolf's guardianship and
carried home with them the holy head, thanking almighty God for all His miracles. The wolf
followed along with the head as if he was tame, until they came to the settlement, and then the
wolf turned back to the woods.
3

St. Sebastian was an early Christian martyr who was killed by multiple arrows fired by Roman soldiers after he
refused to renounce Christianity.
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The local people then laid the head with the holy body and buried it as best they could in such a
hurry, and soon erected a marker over him. After many years, when the harrying4 ceased and
peace was granted to the afflicted people, they joined together and erected a church worthy of the
saint at the marker where he was buried, because miracles happened frequently at his grave. 5
They planned to carry the holy body with public honor and lay it in the church. Then there was a
great miracle: Edmund was as sound as when he was alive, with a clean body, and his neck,
which previously was severed, was healed. It was as if a red silken thread around his neck
showed men how he was slain. Also the wounds which the cruel heathens made with frequent
spear-shots to his body were healed by the heavenly God. And Edmund lies thus uncorrupted
down to the present day, awaiting resurrection and the eternal glory. His body, which lies
undecayed, tells us that he lived without fornication in this world, and with a clean life journeyed
to Christ.
A certain widow named Oswyn lived near the holy tomb, and prayed and fasted there many
years. She would cut the hair of the saint each year and trim his nails, chastely, with love, and
place those holy relics in the shrine on the altar. Then the local people honored the saint by
believing in him, and Bishop Theodred very greatly honored him with gifts of gold and silver.

4

A reference to the Viking invasions,
After the wars against the Vikings the Abbey of Bury St. Edmund’s was founded and purported to have his body as
a relic. St. Edmund was considered the patron saint of England for most of the Middle Ages and the abbey became a
favorite pilgrimage site. It grew very wealthy.
5
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9. Asser, Life of King Alfred (890s)
By the mid-ninth century Anglo-Saxon England was divided into four kingdoms, Northumbria,
Mercia, East Anglia and Wessex, which were experiencing a great deal of prosperity. One mark
of their increased standard of living was an arrangement worked out with the Viking raiders of
the time. The Vikings had been attacking and looting the island for decades, but were just as
happy to be bought off by large amounts of gold and silver. This changed in the 860s when the
Vikings invaded the island with the Great Heathen Army, a war machine which was focused on
conquest and settlement. One by one the English kingdoms fell to Viking control until only
Wessex remained independent.
Alfred the Great (849-899) was the king of Wessex, one of the largest English kingdoms,
and he united much of the south of England by refusing to pay bribes to the Vikings and instead
fighting against them. His greatest innovation was to build fortified strongholds, called burghs,
all around the borders of his kingdom. He taxed his people heavily in order to have the funds to
build them. He also forced every part of his realm to levy men to both defend their local burgh
and join the king’s army when he went to war. However, Alfred was not just a warrior king. He
was also a diplomat. He parleyed with Viking leaders and even went so far as to invite them to
stay and settle their people in England, as long as they were willing to accept certain conditions.
Alfred’s success against the Vikings allowed him to unite most of the rest of England under one
rule.
One of the rare sources we have for Alfred’s reign is the Life of King Alfred by Asser
(d.909), a Welsh monk whose erudition brought him to the attention of the king. Alfred was a
great lover of learning and invited many scholars from around the island to his court. Asser
accepted his invitation, and the king rewarded him with the oversight of several monasteries and
a bishopric. Sometime in the 890s he wrote a life of his king up to the year 893. The final six
years of Alfred’s life were not chronicled. We do not know why.
Please read the following selection and answer these questions:
1) What role do the burgh strongholds play in Alfred’s war against the Vikings?
2) How are the Vikings referred to in this source? What does that tell us about Alfred’s society
and what they valued?
3) What conditions does Alfred demand from the Viking leader Guthrum to stay and settle in
England?
4) Why are these conditions important in understanding the Anglo-Saxons and their world?
5) Why was Alfred so successful in uniting the various parts of England under his rule?
[From Fordham University, The Internet Medieval Sourcebook. Found at
http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/asser.asp]
In the same year [878] after Easter, King Alfred, with a few to help him, made a stronghold in a
place called Athelney, and thence kept tirelessly making attacks upon the pagans with his
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Somersetshire retainers.1 And again in the seventh week after Easter he rode to Egbert's Stone,
which is in the eastern part of the forest called Selwood--in Latin "Sylva Magna," in Welsh "Coit
Maur"2--and met him there all the dwellers about the districts of Somerset, Wiltshire, and
Hampshire, who had not through fear of the pagans3 gone beyond sea; and when they saw the
king, after such great sufferings, almost as one risen from the dead, they were filled with
unbounded joy, as it was right they should be; and they pitched camp there for one night…
Moving his standards thence the next morning, he came to a place called Edington, and with a
close shield-wall fought fiercely against the whole army of the pagans; his attack was long and
spirited, and finally by divine aid he triumphed and overthrew the pagans with a very great
slaughter. He pursued them, killing them as they fled up to the stronghold,4 where he seized all
that he found outside--men, horses, and cattle--slaying the men at once; and before the gates of
the pagan fortress he boldly encamped with his whole army. And when he had stayed there
fourteen days and the pagans had known the horrors of famine, cold, fear, and at last of despair,
they sought a peace by which the king was to take from them as many named hostages5 as he
wished while he gave none to them--a kind of peace that they had never before concluded with
anyone.
When the king heard their message he was moved to pity, and of his own accord received from
them such designated hostages as he wished. In addition to this, after the hostages were taken,
the pagans took oath that they would most speedily leave his kingdom, and also Guthrum, their
king, promised to accept Christianity and to receive baptism at the hands of King Alfred. All
these things he and his men fulfilled as they had promised. For after three weeks Guthrum, king
of the pagans, with thirty selected men of his army, came to King Alfred at a place called Aller
near Athelney. And Alfred received him as son by adoption, raising him from the sacred font of
baptism; and his chrism-loosing6 on the eighth day was in the royal vill[age] called Wedmore.
After he was baptized he stayed with the king twelve nights, and to him and all the men with him
the king generously gave many valuable gifts.
In [884]…[a large pagan] army divided into two troops. One went to East Francia,7 and the other
came to Kent in Britain and besieged the city which is called Rochester in Saxon, and which is

Retainers were warriors sworn to a lord’s service.
Both the Latin Sylva Magna and the Welsh Coit Maur mean “Great Forest” in their respective languages.
3
The pagans mentioned are Viking invaders.
4
When the Vikings invaded a land they frequently built a walled camp which they used as a base for their attacks on
the surrounding countryside.
5
In Alfred’s time peace treaties involved the exchange of hostages. If terms of the treaties were violated the
hostages would be executed.
6
Baptism involved two ceremonies. In the first water was used to symbolically wash away sin. The head was then
anointed with holy oil, known as chrism, and bound with a ribbon. A week later there was a second ceremony in
which the ribbon was loosened and taken off. This was the chrism-loosing.
7
France
1
2
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located on the east bank of the Medway.8 Before its gate the pagans quickly built themselves a
strong tower; but they were not able to take the city, because the citizens defended themselves
vigorously until King Alfred came to its aid with a large army. And then the pagans, on the
unexpected arrival of the king, left their tower and all the horses which they had brought with
them from Francia, and also most of their captives, and fled in haste to their boats, while the
Saxons seized the captives and the horses. And so the pagans were forced by extreme necessity
to sail again into Francia that same summer….
In …[886] Alfred, king of the Anglo-Saxons, after the burning of cities and the slaughter of
peoples, honorably restored the city of London and made it habitable; and he entrusted its
defense to Ethelred, ealdorman of the Mercians. And all the Angles and Saxons who had before
been widely scattered or who were [not] in captivity with the pagans voluntarily turned to the
king and placed themselves under his rule.

8

The Medway is a sheltered bay to the southeast of the mouth of the Thames River.
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10. The Battle of Maldon (991)
In the year 1000 England was ruled by a people known as the Anglo-Saxons. Their society had
a hierarchical social order, as is evident in this selection. The king, who is only mentioned in
passing here, was at the top of the social ladder. He was the head of government and the leader
of the kingdom's army. But he did not rule alone. Rather, he administered his kingdom with the
assistance of his great landed nobles, the ealdormen or eorls. These eorls, likewise, relied on
their warrior retainers, called thanes, to both rule and defend their own lands. At the bottom of
the social order were simple farmers, called churls, but even these might, when the occasion
warranted, fight to defend their village or lands. Political authority, then, was decentralized -spread out among the king and both his greater and lesser nobility.
This selection is from an anonymous poem which describes an important battle which the
Anglo-Saxons fought and lost against the Vikings in the year 991. It can tell us a lot about the
warrior society which developed in Europe as a result of the invasions of the ninth and tenth
centuries. Try to answer the following questions about it:
1) What evidence do you see of a hierarchical society among the Anglo-Saxons?
2) When analyzing any document you need to make choices about what is important and
what is not. This poem includes the exploits of many of the Anglo-Saxon warriors. Which
of these guys are particularly significant for understanding Anglo-Saxon society? Why?
3) Why is Byrhtnoth a good leader? What does he do before and during the battle?
4) What are the qualities of a good warrior? What does one do when his lord is killed?
5) Based upon this document, how important are oaths, or vows, to the Anglo-Saxons?
6) Why is Godric, the son of Odda, so despised? What was his crime in the battle?

Then [the eorl Byrhtnoth] bade each warrior leave his horse, drive it afar and go forth on foot,
and trust to his hands and to his good intent.
Then Offa's kinsman first perceived that the eorl would suffer no faintness of heart; he let his
loved hawk fly from his hand to the wood and advanced to the fight. By this it might be seen that
the lad would not waver in the strife now that he had taken up his arms.
With him Eadric would help his lord, his chief in the fray. He advanced to war with spear in
hand; as long as he might grasp his shield and broad sword, he kept his purpose firm. He made
good his vow, now that the time had come for him to fight before his lord.
Then Byrhtnoth began to array his men; he rode and gave counsel and taught his warriors how
they should stand and keep their ground, bade them hold their shields aright, firm with their
hands and fear not at all. When he had meetly1 arrayed his host2, he alighted among the people
where it pleased him best, where he knew his body-guard to be most loyal.

1
2

Meetly means “appropriately.”
The host was the main part of the army.
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Then the messenger of the Vikings stood on the bank, he called sternly, uttered words,
boastfully speaking the seafarers' message to the earl, as he stood on the shore. 'Bold seamen
have sent me to you, and bade me say, that it is for you to send treasure quickly in return for
peace, and it will be better for you all that you buy off an attack with tribute, rather than that men
so fierce as we should give you battle. There is no need that we destroy each other, if you are
rich enough for this. In return for the gold we are ready to make a truce with you. . . .’
Byrhtnoth lifted up his voice, grasped his shield and shook his supple spear, gave forth words,
angry and resolute, and made him answer: 'Hear you, sea-rover, what this folk says? For tribute
they will give you spears, poisoned point and ancient sword, such war gear as will profit you
little in the battle. Messenger of the seamen, take back a message, say to your people a far less
pleasing tale, how that there stands here with his troop an earl of unstained renown, who is ready
to guard this realm, the home of Ethelred3 my lord, people and land; it is the heathen that shall
fall in the battle. . . Not so easily shall you win tribute; peace must be made with point and edge,
with grim battle-play, before we give tribute.'
Then he bade the warriors advance, bearing their shields, until they all stood on the river bank.
...
The wolves of slaughter pressed forward, they recked4 not for the water, that Viking host; west
over [the] Pante [river], over the gleaming water they came with their bucklers5, the seamen
came to land with their linden6 shields.
There, ready to meet the foe, stood Byrhtnoth and his men. He bade them form a war-hedge7
with their shields, and hold their ranks stoutly against the foe. The battle was now at hand, and
the glory that comes in strife. Now was the time when those who were doomed should fall.
Clamor arose; ravens went circling, the eagle greedy for carrion. There was a cry upon the earth.
They let the spears, hard as files, fly from their hands, well ground javelins. Bows were busy,
point pierced shield; fierce was the rush of battle, warriors fell on either hand, men lay dead.
Wulfmaer was wounded, he took his place among the slain; Byrhtnoth's kinsman, his sister's son,
was cruelly cut down with swords. Then was payment given to the Vikings; I heard that Edward
smote one fiercely with his blade, and spared not his stroke, so that the doomed warrior fell at his
feet. . .
Thus the stout-hearted warriors held their ground in the fray. Eagerly they strove, those men at
arms, who might be the first to take with his spear the life of some doomed man. The slain fell to
the earth.
The men stood firm; Byrhtnoth exhorted them, bade each warrior, who would win glory in
fight against the Danes, to give his mind to war.

3

Ethelred was the king of England in 991.
Reck means “reckoned” or “thought.”
5
A small shield worn strapped to the arm.
6
Made of the linden tree, thus wooden.
7
The war-hedge was a shield wall formation.
4
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Then came one [Dane], strong in battle; he raised his weapon, his shield to defend him and
bore down upon the man; the eorl [Byrhtnoth], no less resolute, advanced against the churl.8
Each had evil intent toward the other. Then the pirate sent a southern spear, so that the lord of
warriors was stricken. He pushed it with his shield so that the shaft was splintered, and shivered
the spear so that it sprang back again. The warrior was enraged; he pierced with his lance the
proud Viking who had given him the wound. The warrior was deft; he drove his spear through
the young man's neck; his hand guided it so that it took the life of his deadly foe. Quickly he shot
down another, so that his corselet9 burst asunder; he was wounded through his mail in the breast,
a poisoned point pierced his heart. The eorl was the more content; then the proud man laughed,
and gave thanks to his Creator for the day's work that the Lord had granted him.
Then one of the warriors let a dart fly from his hand, so that it pierced all too deeply Ethelred's
noble thane [Byrhtnoth]. . . Then a man, all armed, approached the eorl, with intent to bear off
the warrior's treasure, his raiment and his rings and his well-decked sword. Then Byrhtnoth drew
his blade, broad and of burnished edge, and smote upon his [enemy's] mail. All too quickly one
of the seamen checked his hand, crippling the arm of the eorl. Then his gold-hilted sword fell to
the earth; he could not use his hard blade nor wield a weapon. Yet still the white-haired warrior
spoke as before, emboldened his men and bade the heroes press on. He could no longer now
stand firm on his feet. The eorl looked up to heaven and cried aloud: 'I thank thee, Ruler of
Nations, for all the joys that I have met with in this world. Now I have most need, gracious
Creator, that thou grant my spirit grace, that my soul may fare to thee, into thy keeping, Lord of
Angels, and pass in peace. It is my prayer to thee that fiends of hell may not entreat it
shamefully."
Then the heathen wretches cut him down, and both the warriors who stood nearby, Aelfnoth
and Wulfmaer, lay overthrown; they yielded their lives at their lord's side.
Then those who had no wish to be there turned from the battle. Odda's sons were the first in
the flight; Godric for one turned his back on war, forsook the hero who had given him many a
steed. He leapt upon the horse that had been his lord's, on the trappings to which he had no right.
With him his brothers both galloped away . . . they had no taste for war, but turned from the
battle and made for the wood, fled to the fastness10 and saved their lives, and more men than was
fitting at all, if they had but remembered all the favors that he had done them for their good. . .
Now was fallen the people's chief, Ethelred's eorl. All the retainers saw how their lord lay
dead. Then the proud thanes pressed on, hastened eagerly, those undaunted men. All desired one
of two things, to lose their lives or to avenge the one they loved.
With these words Aelfric's son urged them to go forth, a warrior young in years, he lifted up
his voice and spoke with courage. Aelfwine said: 'Remember the words that we uttered many a
time over the mead11, when on the bench, heroes in hall, we made our boast about hard strife.
Now it may be proved which of us is bold! . . . Thanes shall have no cause to reproach me among
8

A churl was a man of low birth, a commoner.
A corslet was a chainmail shirt.
10
A fastness was a fortress.
11
Mead was a sweet wine made from honey.
9
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my people that I was ready to forsake this action, and seek my home, now that my lord lies low,
cut down in battle. This is no common grief to me, he was both my kinsman and my lord.'
Then he advanced (his mind set on revenge), till he pierced with his lance a seaman from
among the host, so that the man lay on the earth, borne down with his weapon.
Then Offa began to exhort his comrades, his friends and companions, that they should press
on. He lifted up his voice and shook his ash-wood spear: 'Lo! Aelfwine, you have exhorted all us
thanes in time of need. Now that our lord lies low, the eorl on the ground, it is needful for us all
that each warrior embolden the other to war, as long as he can keep and hold his weapon, hard
blade, spear and trusty sword. Godric, Odda's cowardly son, has betrayed us all. Too many a
man, when he rode on that horse, on that proud steed, deemed that it was our lord. So was our
host divided on the field, the shield-wall broken. A curse upon his deed, in that he has put so
many a man to flight!'
Leofsunu lifted up his voice and raised his shield, his buckler to defend him, and gave answer:
'This I avow, that I will not flee a foot-space hence, but will press on and avenge my liege-lord in
the fight. About Sturmer14 the steadfast heroes will have no need to reproach me now that my
lord has fallen, that I made my way home, and turned from the battle, a lordless man. . .
Dunhere spoke and shook his lance: a simple churl, he cried above them all, and bade each
warrior avenge Byrhtnoth: 'He that thinks to avenge his lord, his chief in the press, may not
waver nor reck his life.' Then they went forth, and took no thought for life; the retainers began to
fight hardily, those fierce warriors. . . .
Then Offa smote a seaman in the fight, so that he fell to the earth. . . Offa himself was quickly
cut to pieces in the fray. Yet he had compassed what he had promised his chief, as he bandied
vows with his generous lord in days gone by, that they should both ride home to the town unhurt
or fall among the host, perish of wounds on the field. He lay, as befits a thane, at his lord's side.
That was a fierce encounter; warriors stood firm in the strife. Men were falling, worn out with
their wounds; the slain fell to earth. . . .
Byrhtwold spoke and grasped his shield (he was an old companion [of the eorl]); he shook his
ash-wood spear and exhorted the men right boldly: 'Thoughts must be the braver, heart more
valiant, courage the greater as our strength grows less. Here lies our lord, all cut down, the hero
in the dust. Long may he mourn who thinks now to turn from the battle-play. I am old in years; I
will not leave the field, but think to lie by my lord's side, by the man I held so dear. . .'

14

Sturmer was a pagan Heaven, like the Norse Valhalla, where warrior heroes gathered after death. Even though
the Anglo-Saxons were Christian, their warriors still retained some older beliefs from pagan Germanic society.
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11. The Laws of the Anglo-Saxons (890-930)
Germanic tribes throughout Europe developed law codes which were highly influenced by the
Romans. Originally they were kept as part of an oral tradition, passed down by word of mouth
for generations. It was not until the fifth century and the demise of the Roman Empire that these
laws were written down, and the language used was Latin. Things were different in Ireland
which developed its institutions without much Roman influence. Its earliest law codes were
written in its vernacular language, Gaelic. The Anglo-Saxons were a Germanic people, and they
brought their oral legal traditions with them when they settled in England. However, the
historian Bede tells that King Aethelberht (560-616), the king who gave land in Canterbury for
St. Augustine’s missionary work, wrote the first English law code in Old English so that law
would not fade from men’s minds. Thus the British Isles account for the first two law codes in
European history which were not written down in Latin, a foreign tongue.
What follows is not one single document, but rather excerpts from a series of charters,
written documents, signed by the Anglo-Saxon kings and authenticated by the royal seal. The
resulting compilation illustrates important laws. Notice how much we can learn about the social
structure of the time from reading these early laws. Try to answer the following questions:
1) Who shares responsibility for making laws with the Anglo-Saxon kings? Why might this be
significant?
2) Why are oaths important to the Anglo-Saxons?
3) What are the different ranks in Anglo-Saxon society?
4) How does rank affect one’s wergeld price?
[From William Stubbs, ed., Select Charters (London, 1870), pp. 62-]

A.D. c. 890. Wessex. ALFRED: Preamble . . . I, then, Alfred, king, gathered these laws
together, and commanded many of those to be written which our forefathers held, those which to
me seemed good; and many of those which seemed to me not good I rejected them, by the
counsel of my witan1 . . . . I, then, Alfred, king of the West Saxons, shewed these to all my witan,
and they then said that it seemed good to them all to be held. . . .
A. D. cir. 920. Wessex. EDWARD; cap. 4. King Edward exhorted his witan, when they were at
Exeter, that they should all search out how their [peace] might be better than it had previously
been; for it seemed to him that it was more indifferently observed than it should be, what he had
formerly commanded. He then asked them who would apply to its amendment, and be in that
fellowship that he was, and love that which he loved, and shun that which he shunned, both on
sea and on land. That is, then, that no man deny justice to another; if any one so do, let him make
1

The witan was the king’s council, made up of his senior nobles and high churchmen.
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[reparation]2 as it before is written: for the first offense, with 30 shillings3; and for the second
offense, the like; and for the third, with 120 shillings to the king.
Cap. 11. I will that each reeve4 have a [meeting] always once in four weeks, and so do that every
…suit5 have an end, and a term6 when it shall be brought forward. If that any one disregard, let
him make [reparation] as we before ordained.
Of Oaths.
Thus shall a man swear fealty7 oaths. By the Lord before whom this relic is holy, I will be to N.
faithful and true, and love all that he loves, and shun all that he shuns, according to God's law,
and according to the world's principles; and never, by will nor by force, by word nor by work, do
aught of what is loathful to him; on condition that he me keep as I am willing to deserve, and all
that fulfil that our agreement was, when I to him submitted and chose his will.
Of People's Ranks and Law.
1. It was whilom8, in the laws of the English, that people and law went by ranks, and then were
the councilors of the nation of worship worthy, each according to his condition, eorl9 and
[churl]10, thane and theoden.11
2. And if a churl throve, so that he had fully five hides12 of his own land, church and kitchen,
bell-house and burh-gate-seat, and special duty in the king's hall, then was he thenceforth of
thane-right worthy.13
5. And if a thane throve so that he became an eorl, then was he thenceforth of eorl-right worthy.

A reparation was a payment made to “repair” a hurt or damage.
The English coinage was organized into pence, shillings and pounds. Twelve pence made a shilling (a small silver
coin), and twenty shillings made a pound (a large silver coin). A wealthy man might have lands which earned him
five pounds per year.
4
Reeves were local officials in the shires who kept order, arrested and imprisoned those accused of crimes, and
performed duties for the aristocracy.
5
Suit means “case.” Our modern word “lawsuit” derives from this term.
6
The law courts did not meet year round. There were usually three law terms throughout the year.
7
Fealty means “loyalty.”
8
Whilom means “in the past.”
9
An eorl was a great noble lord. The rank later becomes “earl.”
10
A churl was a lowborn free man. Most farmers and craftsmen belonged to this rank in society.
11
A theoden was a prince, lord or chief of the Anglo-Saxons.
12
A hide was a unit of land equal to 120 acres.
13
A thane was a man who held land from the king. He was above a churl and below a hereditary nobleman in social
rank. Anglo-Saxon kings frequently made use of thanes as officials in the localities. There were lay thanes and
church thanes. One had to hold a certain amount of land or perform certain actions in order to be worthy of being
considered a thane.
2
3
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6. And if a merchant throve, so that he fared thrice over the wide sea by his own means, then was
he thenceforth of thane-right worthy.
Of Wergelds.
1. The north people's king's geld is 30,000 thrymsas14; 15,000 are for the wergeld, and 15,000 for
the kingdom…
2. An archbishop's and an aetheling's15 wergeld is 15,000 thrymsas.
3. A bishop's and ealdorman's, 8000 thrymsas.
4. A hold's and a king's high reeve's, 4000 thrymsas.
5. A mass thane's16 and a secular thane's, 2000 thrymsas.
6. A churl's wergeld is 266 thrymsas, that is 200 shillings by Mercian law....

A. D. cir. 930…. ATHELSTAN.
Cap. 1. And let there be named in every reeve's [district] as many men as are known to be
unlying,17 that they may be for witness in every suit. And be the oaths of these unlying men
according to the worth of the property without election.

14

A thrysmas was a coin worth three pence.
An aetheling was an Anglo-Saxon king’s heir to the throne.
16
A mass thane was a senior clergyman – a priest of thane rank.
17
truthful
15

37

12. Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – King Knute Conquers Britain (1016)
The successors of King Alfred strengthened Wessex’s hold on Britain throughout the tenth
century. However, the Danish Vikings kept sending armies. By the beginning of the eleventh
century the kings of Wessex were being worn down by the constant flow of invaders. In 1016 this
came to a head when King Knute (or Canute or Cnut) of Denmark landed in Britain.
1) What problems do the English king and his son face when Knute’s army arrives in Britain?
2) How diligent in the king in fighting this enemy? How is his son Edmund different?
3) How does Knute become king of England?
4) Why do you think these Vikings were such a grave threat to the English?
[From The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, The Avalon Project, Yale Law School, Lillian Goldman Law
Library. Found at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/medieval/ang11.asp]

A.D. 1016. This year came King Knute with a marine force of one hundred and sixty ships, and
Alderman Edric1 with him, over the Thames into Mercia . . . and plundered therein, and burned,
and slew all they met. Then began Edmund the etheling2 to gather an army, which, when it was
collected, could avail him nothing, unless the king3 were there and they had the assistance of the
citizens of London. The expedition therefore was frustrated, and each man betook himself home.
After this. an army was again ordered, under full penalties, that every person, however distant,
should go forth; and they sent to the king in London, and besought him to come to meet the army
with the aid that he could collect. When they were all assembled, it succeeded nothing better than
it often did before; and, when it was told the king, that those persons would betray him who
ought to assist him, then forsook he the army, and returned again to London. . . .
Meantime Edmund Etheling went to London to his father: and after Easter went King Knute with
all his ships toward London; but it happened that King Ethelred died ere4 the ships came. He
ended his days on St. George's day; having held his kingdom in much tribulation and difficulty
as long as his life continued. After his decease, all the peers that were in London, and the
citizens, chose Edmund king; who bravely defended his kingdom while his time was.
Then came the ships to Greenwich. . . and within a short interval went to London; where they
sunk a deep ditch on the south side, and dragged their ships to the west side of the bridge.
Eadric Streona (Edric “the Acquisitive”) was an ealdorman, or great nobleman, from Mercia. He served the kings
of Wessex before he betrayed them by becoming an advisor to the Viking leader Knute in 1015. He died in 1017.
2
Etheling was a term used to designate the heir to the Anglo-Saxon throne, much like “Prince of Wales” does today
in Great Britain.
3
Ethelred the Unready (968-1016) was an unpopular king who came to the throne by killing his predecessor and
dealing with Viking invasions by buying the invaders off with tribute year after year.
4
before
1
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Afterwards they trenched the city without,5 so that no man could go in or out, and often fought
against it: but the citizens bravely withstood them. King Edmund had ere this gone out, and
invaded the West-Saxons, who all submitted to him; and soon afterward he fought with the
enemy at Pen near Gillingham. A second battle he fought, after midsummer, at Sherston, where
much slaughter was made on either side, and the leaders themselves came together in the fight. . .
Then collected6 he his force the third time, and went to London, all by north of the Thames, and
so out through Clayhanger, and relieved the citizens, driving the enemy to their ships. . . . After
this the king went into Wessex, and collected his army; but the enemy soon returned to London,
and beset the city without, and fought strongly against it both by water and land. But the
almighty God delivered them. . . . Then assembled King Edmund the fourth time all the English
nation, and forded over the Thames at Brentford; whence he proceeded into Kent. The enemy
fled before him with their horses into the Isle of Shepey; and the king slew as many of them as
he could overtake. . .
The enemy, meanwhile, returned into Essex, and advanced into Mercia, destroying all that he
overtook. When the king understood that the army was up, then collected he the fifth time all the
English nation, and went behind them, and overtook them in Essex, on the down called
Assingdon; where they fiercely came together. . . There had Knute the victory, though all
England fought against him! . . . And all the nobility of the English nation was there undone!
After this fight went King Knute up with his army into Glocestershire, where he heard say that
King Edmund was. Then advised Alderman Edric, and the counsellors that were there
assembled, that the kings should make peace with each other, and produce hostages. Then both
the kings met together . . . and became allies and sworn brothers. There they confirmed their
friendship both with pledges and with oaths, and settled the pay of the army. With this covenant
they parted: King Edmund took to Wessex, and Knute to Mercia and the northern district. The
army then went to their ships with the things they had taken; and the people of London made
peace with them, and purchased their security, whereupon they brought their ships to London,
and provided themselves winter-quarters therein.
On the feast of St. Andrew died King Edmund; and he is buried with his grandfather Edgar at
Gastonbury.
A.D. 1017. This year King Knute took to the whole government of England,7 and divided it into
four parts: Wessex for himself, East-Anglia for Thurkyll, Mercia for Edric, Northumbria for
Eric. . . .

Dug trenches around the outside of the city’s walls.
An Anglo-Saxon king had to send out a call for his nobles and their men to come together as an army. They
collected at a predetermined staging area. It was rare to be called out more than a few times per year.
7
Became king.
5
6
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A.D. 1018. This year was the payment of the tribute over all England; that was, altogether, two
and seventy thousand pounds, besides that which the citizens of London paid; and that was ten
thousand five hundred pounds. The army then went partly to Denmark; and forty ships were left
with King Knute. The Danes and Angles were united at Oxford under Edgar's law8 . . . .

8

Using the law code of an earlier King Edgar.
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13. William of Malmesbury, The Battle of Hastings (early 12th cent.)
The death of the childless King Edward the Confessor (1003-1066) brought about a succession
crisis in England. Harold Godwinson, an Anglo-Saxon earl, claimed the throne, had himself
crowned and began ruling the country. William, Duke of Normandy, a major landholder in France,
also claimed the throne, and put together a military force which invaded the island in late 1066.
Harold and William met in battle at Hastings on the southern coast where the Anglo-Saxon shield
wall was challenged by the Norman cavalry.
William of Malmesbury (1095-1143) was a learned monk who wrote histories of the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. He was considered by many scholars to be the greatest English historian
since Bede. Much of his stature as a scholar comes from the careful research which informed his
histories. But he also made clear his opinion that God took an active hand in the world on a daily
basis, and accordingly that the Norman victory occurred for a reason.
After reading this selection please answer the following questions:
1) How did the Anglo-Saxons prepare for battle? How did the Normans?
2) Why did the Normans win the battle?
3) What impact did the behavior of each leader have on the battle?
4) What faults of the Anglo-Saxons may account for their defeat at the hands of the Normans?
5) What positive and negative qualities does William of Malmesbury see in the Normans?
[From William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the Kings of England, John Sharpe, trans. (London,
1815), pp. 317-321. Reprinted in Roy C. Cave & Herbert Poulson, A Source Book for Medieval
Economic History (New York: Biblo & Tannen Publishers, 1965), pp. 235-240.]

The courageous leaders mutually prepared for battle, each according to his national custom. The
English passed the night without sleep, in drinking and singing, and in the morning proceeded
without delay against the enemy. All on foot, armed with battle-axes, and covering themselves in
front by joining their shields, they formed an impenetrable body which would assuredly have
secured their safety that day had not the Normans, by a pretended flight, induced them to open their
ranks, which until that time, according to their custom, had been closely knit together. King Harold
himself, on foot, stood with his brothers near the standard1 in order that, so long as all shared equal
danger, none could think of retreating. This same standard William sent, after his victory, to the
Pope. It was richly embroidered with gold and precious stones, and represented the figure of a man
fighting.
On the other hand, the Normans passed the whole night in confessing their sins, and received the
communion of the Lord’s body in the morning. Their infantry, with bows and arrows, formed the
vanguard,2 while their cavalry, divided into wings, was placed in the rear. The duke, with serene
1
2

The standard was the flag which showed the soldiers of an army where their leader was.
The vanguard was the front line of battle.
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countenance, declaring aloud that God would favor his as being the righteous side, called for his
arms . . . . Then starting the song of Roland,3 in order that the warlike example of that hero might
stimulate the soldiers, and calling on God for assistance, the battle commenced on both sides, and
was fought with great ardor, neither side yielding ground during the greater part of the day.
Observing this, William gave a signal to his troops, that, pretending flight, they should withdraw
from the field. By means of this device the solid phalanx of the English opened for the purpose of
cutting down the fleeing enemy and thus brought upon itself swift destruction; for the Normans
facing about, attacked them, thus disordered, and compelled them to fly. In this manner, deceived
by stratagem, they met an honorable death in avenging their country; nor indeed were they at all
without their own revenge, for, by frequently making a stand, they slaughtered their pursuers in
heaps. Getting possession of a higher bit of ground, they drove back the Normans, who in the heat
of pursuit were struggling up the slope, into the valley beneath, where, by hurling their javelins and
rolling down stones on them as they stood below, the English destroyed them to a man. Besides, by
a short passage with which they were acquainted, they avoided a deep ditch and trod underfoot such
a multitude of their enemies in that place that the heaps of bodies made the hollow level with the
plain. This alternating victory, first of one side and then of the other, continued as long as Harold
lived to check the retreat; but when he fell, his brain pierced by an arrow, the flight of the English
ceased not until night.
In the battle both leaders distinguished themselves by their bravery. Harold, not content with the
duties of a general and with exhorting others, eagerly assumed himself the work of a common
soldier. He was constantly striking down the enemy at close quarters . . . .
William, too, was equally ready to encourage his soldiers by his voice and by his presence, and to
be the first to rush forward to attack the thickest of the foe. He was everywhere fierce and furious.
He lost three choice horses, which were that day killed under him. The dauntless spirit and vigor of
the intrepid general, however, still held out. Though often called back by the thoughtful
remonstrance of his bodyguard, he still persisted until approaching night crowned him with
complete victory. And no doubt the hand of God so protected him that the enemy could draw no
blood from his person, though they aimed so many javelins at him.
This was a fatal day to England, a melancholy havoc of our dear country, through its change of
masters. For it had long since adopted the manners of the Angles,4 which had been very various
according to the times: for in the first years of their arrival, they were barbarians in their look and
manners, warlike in their usages, heathens in their rites; but, after embracing the faith of Christ, by
degrees, and in process of time, from the peace they enjoyed, regarding arms only in a secondary
light, they gave their whole attention to religion. . . .
3

The song of Roland was a famous ballad about a noble vassal of Emperor Charlemagne who died defending his lord
from the attack of invading Saracens.
4
The Angles had invaded and colonized Britain in the 5 th century. “England” literally means “the land of the Angles.”
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Nevertheless, in process of time, the desire after literature and religion had decayed, for several
years before the arrival of the Normans. The clergy, contented with a very slight degree of learning,
could scarcely stammer out the words of the sacraments; and a person who understood grammar,
was an object of wonder and astonishment. The monks mocked the rule of their order by fine
vestments, and the use of every kind of food. The nobility, given up to luxury and wantonness, went
not to church in the morning after the manner of Christians, but merely, in a careless manner, heard
matins5 and masses from a hurrying priest in their chambers, amid the blandishments of their wives.
The commonalty,6 left unprotected, became a prey to the most powerful, who amassed fortunes, by
either seizing on their property, or by selling their persons into foreign countries; although it be an
innate quality of this people, to be more inclined to reveling, than to the accumulation of wealth.
There was one custom, repugnant to nature, which they adopted; namely, to sell their female
servants, when pregnant by them and after they had satisfied their lust, either to public prostitution,
or foreign slavery. Drinking in parties was a universal practice, in which occupation they passed
entire nights as well as days. They consumed their whole substance7 in mean and despicable houses;
unlike the Normans and French, who, in noble and splendid mansions, lived with frugality. The
vices attendant on drunkenness, which enervate the human mind, followed; hence it arose that
engaging William, more with rashness, and precipitate fury, than military skill, they doomed
themselves, and their country to slavery, by one, and that an easy, victory. . . . [The Anglo-Saxons]
were accustomed to eat till they became surfeited, and to drink till they were sick. These latter
qualities they imparted to their conquerors; as to the rest, they adopted their manners….
Moreover, the Normans, that I may speak of them also, were at that time, and are even now, proudly
appareled, delicate in their food, but not excessive. They are a race inured to war, and can hardly
live without it; fierce in rushing against the enemy; and where strength fails of success, ready to use
stratagem, or to corrupt by bribery. As I have related, they live in large edifices with economy; envy
their equals; wish to excel their superiors; and plunder their subjects, though they defend them from
others; they are faithful to their lords, though a slight offence renders them perfidious. They weigh
treachery by its chance of success, and change their sentiments with money. They are, however, the
kindest of nations, and they esteem strangers worthy of equal honor with themselves. They also
intermarry with their vassals. They revived, by their arrival, the observances of religion, which were
everywhere grown lifeless in England. You might see churches rise in every village, and
monasteries in the towns and cities, built after a style unknown before; you might behold the
country flourishing with renovated rites. . . .

5

Matins were prayers sung between midnight and dawn.
Common people.
7
Consumed their whole substance means “spent all their money or goods.”
6
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14. The Ancient Customs of Normandy – Feudal Aids
After the Battle of Hastings in 1066 William the Conqueror found a land in which the power of the
king was highly centralized, much more so than in France. For example, Anglo-Saxon monarchs
had enjoyed a system of national taxation (the danegeld). There was a national army, the fyrd,
which could be called up at the king’s command and led by him or a nobleman whom he assigned.
The king could give orders from a distance with the writ. And finally, the country was divided
administratively into shires, with a royal official, the shire-reeve (or sheriff) in charge of collecting
taxation and keeping the peace. To help him rule his new land William brought feudalism, the
system of relationships between nobles which involved the giving of land by a lord to a vassal in
exchange for military service. William granted landed estates in England to his many French and
Norman vassals, who, as a result, owed him loyalty, service and certain money payments, called
feudal aids, which had been long set by Norman custom.
1) What are the occasions on which a vassal must pay these three feudal aids?
2) What does this tell us about the relationship between a lord and his vassals?
[From Roy C. Cave & Herbert Poulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic History (New York:
Biblo & Tannen Publishers, 1965), pp. 222-223.]

In Normandy there are three chief aids. The first is to help make the lord’s eldest son a knight; the
second is to marry his eldest daughter; the third is to ransom the body of the lord from prison when
he shall be taken captive during a war for the duke. By this it appears that the . . . [knighthood-aid]
is due when the eldest son is he who has the dignity of primogeniture. The . . . [marriage-aid] is due
when the eldest daughter is married. The . . . [ransom-aid] is due when it is necessary to deliver the
lord from the prisons of the enemies of the duke. These aids are paid in some fiefs at the rate of half
a relief,1 and in some at the rate of a third.

1

A relief was the inheritance tax which an heir had to pay on the death of his father.
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15. The Ancient Customs of Normandy, The Homage Ceremony
William the Conqueror brought many Norman customs with him when he conquered England,
including the homage ceremony (from the French, homme for “man”). This was one of the most
important feudal ceremonies. It cemented the relationship between a lord and his vassal.
1) What does the placement of the hands symbolize?
2) Why are the words which the vassal speaks to lord important?
[From Frederic Austin Ogg, ed., A Source Book of Mediaeval History: Documents Illustrative of
European Life and Institutions from the German Invasions to the Renaissance (New York, 1907,
reprinted by Cooper Square Publishers (New York), 1972), p. 216.]

Homage is a pledge to keep faith in respect to matters that are right and necessary, and to give
counsel and aid. He who would do homage ought to place his hands between those of the man who
is to be his lord, and speak these words: “I become your man, to keep faith with you against all
others, saving my allegiance to the duke of Normandy.”
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16. Grant of Abbot Faritius to Robert, a Knight (1100)
William the Conqueror brought the system of feudalism to his new kingdom in 1066, but he had not
created it. In fact, the concept of vassalage had been around since the time of Charlemagne, who
had demanded that his noble subjects swear oaths of fealty to their superiors, from the lowest
soldier to the greatest counts. However, over the years as the Vikings, Saracens and Magyars
invaded Europe, lords bound their vassals to them with a combination of an oath and a gift of land,
called a fief – in Latin feodum. The fief consisted of a manor, which was enough land, and the
peasants to work it, to support one knight, so he could train as a warrior. The lord expected loyalty
and various obligations, known as knight’s service, from his vassal. And that lord might be an
ecclesiastical lord, such as a bishop or an abbot. Like any lay lord they also held land from a king
and owed loyalty and knight’s service. Since they could not do the service themselves, ecclesiastical
lords had to find fighting men to fulfill their obligations, and these men demanded a grant of land in
return for their service. Grants were made in the form of a feudal contract which stated exactly
what each side got from the relationship. One such contract follows below.
1) According to the grant, what duties make up “knight’s service”?
2) Why would the abbot not have been able to fulfill this service on his own?
3) According to this grant, what does the vassal get in exchange for his service?
[From E.P. Cheyney, D.C. Munro, & J.H. Robinson, eds., Translations and Reprints from the
Original Sources of European History, v.4, no.3. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania, Department of History, 1907), p.29.]

Abbot Faritius also granted to Robert, son of William Mauduit, the land of four hides1 in Weston
which his father had held2 from the former’s predecessor, to be held as a fief. And he should do this
service for it, to wit: that whenever the church of Abingdon should perform its knight’s service he
should do the service of half a knight3 for the same church; that it to say, in castle ward,4 in military
service beyond and on this side of the sea, in giving money in proportion to the knights on the
capture of the king,5 and in the rest of the services which the other knights of the church perform.
He also does homage to the same abbot.

1

A hide was a unit of land equal to 120 acres.
In the feudal system all land was technically owned by the monarch. When a vassal received a grant of land, he did not
own it; rather he “held” it as long as he and his heirs lived up to their feudal obligations. In practice, however, vassals
thought of their fiefs as being “theirs” and fought tenaciously to keep the land in their family.
3
Service could be divided between multiple fighting men who did service at different times of the year.
4
Castle ward meant guarding a castle.
5
A knight was expected to help ransom his lord if he was captured in battle.
2
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17. Laws of William the Conqueror (1066-1087)
The bond between a vassal and his lord was often a close one, based on trust. It was more than
likely that the two had fought side-by-side on the battlefield. However, when a vassal died and his
heir took over the fief, the lord had to deal with an unknown quantity. By law the heir could renew
the feudal contract and retain the accompanying grant of land by paying to his lord some military
equipment or a sum of money. This payment was known as a relief. Under William the Conqueror,
the amount of relief depended largely on the status of the heir. The following selection is from The
Laws of William the Conqueror in a twelfth century compilation.
1) Why do you think the relief is paid in horses?
2) What evidence of hierarchy do you see in this document?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 7.]

The relief of an earl, which comes to the king, is eight horses, of which four shall have saddles and
bridles, and along with them four breastplates, four helmets, four lances, four shields, and four
swords; and the other four horses are to be riding horses or hunting horses, with bridles and
coverings.
The relief of a baron is four horses, of which two are to have saddles and bridles, and with them two
breastplates, two shields, two helmets, two lances, and two swords; and of the other two horses one
shall be a riding horse, the other a hunter, with bridles and coverings.
The relief of a vassal, which comes to his liege lord,1 is the horse of his father, such as he had it on
the day of his death, and a breastplate, helmet, shield, lance and sword. If perchance he did not have
these, he shall be able to acquit himself of it2 by paying a hundred shillings.3

1

Vassals might accept fiefs from (and thus swear loyalty to) a number of different lords. The liege lord was that lord to
whom the vassal owed primary loyalty and service. He absolutely could not fight against or injure his liege lord.
2
make substitution
3
A shilling was a small silver coin. There were twelve copper pennies to a shilling and twenty shillings to a pound
sterling.
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18. Raymond, Count of Toulouse (1249)
Central to the system of feudalism was the feudal contract which was drawn up between a lord and
a vassal. These were true legal contracts with each side getting some benefit and having certain
responsibilities. Failure to uphold one’s side of the bargain could cause the feudal contract to be
rendered null and void by the injured party, be he the lord or the vassal. This document from
France in the thirteenth century involves two noblemen, Raymond, the Count of Toulouse, and
Arnold Atton, Viscount of Lomagne. Although involving French noblemen, these kinds of disputes
between lord and vassal also occurred in England after the Battle of Hastings.
Please read the following selection and answer these questions.
1) Which is the lord and which is the vassal?
2) Why is the contract being dissolved.
3) According to the document, who is at fault?
4) How has the guilty party broken the contract?
5) How is he being punished?
[From Frederic Austin Ogg, ed., A Source Book of Mediaeval History: Documents Illustrative of
European Life and Institutions from the German Invasions to the Renaissance (New York, 1907,
reprinted by Cooper Square Publishers (New York), 1972), pp. 227-228.]

Raymond, by the grace of God count of Toulouse, marquis of Provence,1 to the nobleman Arnold
Atton, viscount of Lomagne, greeting:
Let it be known to your nobility by the tenor of these presents what has been done in the matter of
the complaints which we have made about you before the court of Agen;2 that you have not taken
the trouble to keep or fulfill the agreements sworn by you to us, as is more fully contained in the
instrument drawn up there, sealed with our seal by the public notary; and that you have refused
contemptuously to appear before the said court for the purpose of doing justice, and you have been
frequently and grossly delinquent toward us in other matters. As your faults have required, the
aforesaid court of Agen has unanimously and concordantly pronounced sentence against you, and
for these matters have condemned you to hand over and restore to us the chateau3 of Auvillars and
all that land which you hold from us in feudal tenure to be had and held by us by right of the
obligation by which you have bound it to us for fulfilling and keeping the said agreements.
Likewise it has been declared that we are to be put into possession of the said land and that it is to
be handed over to us, on account of your insolence, because you have not been willingly to appear
before the same court on the days which were assigned to you. Moreover, it has been declared that
1

Both Toulouse and Provence are regions in southern France.
This was the feudal court of the count of Toulouse.
3
A chateau was a walled manor house.
2
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you shall restore to us all the expenses which we have incurred, or the court itself has incurred, on
those days which were assigned to you, or because of those days, and has condemned you to repay
these to us. Likewise it has been declared that you shall set free that noble man Gerald of
Armanhow whom you hold captive and send him a free man, to us. We demand that you free him
by virtue of our right of lordship.
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19. Alwalton Manor, Huntingdonshire, England (1279)
The feudal contract provided land -- the fief -- to a vassal in return for loyalty and military service.
This fief usually consisted of one or more manors, which may be thought of as villages where
peasants lived and worked their own and their lord’s fields. The lord lived in his manor house,
which was usually fortified. Since the manor provided the income for a lord, his bailiff or steward
carefully noted the manor’s extent, the labor and economic obligations of the peasants (a generic
term for “farmer”) and the production level of the agricultural goods, but it was not until the late
twelfth and thirteenth centuries that this information was written down.
The obligations of the peasants could be quite extensive. Peasants were divided into two
groups, those who were free and unfree. Unfree peasants were known as serfs. The most common
kind of serf was a villein, literally “one who lives in a vill” (or village). Almost as common were the
cotters, those who lived in a one-room shack called a cottage. Villeins, half-villeins and cotters all
owed labor services to the lord of the manor. They provided the manpower that worked the lord’s
demesne land, the strips of field and the pasture land which the lord personally owned.
Documents like the one below can give us a lot of information about the social system
known as manorialism, which dealt with the relationships between lords and their peasants.
1) What kinds of obligations do different kinds of peasants owe to their manorial lord?
2) What makes free tenants different from serfs?
3) What kind of hierarchy do you see among serfs?
4) What is inferior or superior status based on?
[From E.P. Cheyney, D.C. Munro, & J.H. Robinson, eds., Translations and Reprints from the
Original Sources of European History, v.3, no.5 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania, Department of History, 1907), pp. 4-6.]

The abbot of Peterborough holds1 the manor of Alwalton and vill[age] from the lord king directly;
which manor and vill with its appurtenances the lord Edward, formerly king of England gave to the
said abbot and convent of that place in free, pure, and perpetual alms.2 And the court of the said
manor with its garden contains one half an acre. And to the whole of the said vill Alwalton belongs
5 hides and a half and 1 virgate3 of land and a half; of which each hide contains 5 virgates of land
and each virgate contains 25 acres. Of these hides the said abbot has in demesne4 1 hide and a half
of land and half a virgate which contain as above. Likewise he has there 8 acres of meadow. Also he
has there separable pasture which contains 1 acre. Likewise he has there three water mills. Likewise
he has there a common fish pond with a fish-weir5 on the bank of the Nene, which begins at
In theory all land belonged to the king, so vassals did not own it. Instead they “held” it.
This land required no rent or tax except for prayers for the souls of the giver.
3
Hides and virgates were units of land.
4
Demesne land was that farmland of the manor which was the lord’s own. It supported his household and was worked
for him by his serfs.
5
A fish-weir was a trap set to collect fish in a river or stream.
1
2
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Wildlake and extends to the mill of Newton and contains in length 2 leagues.6 Likewise he has there
a ferry with a boat.
Free tenants. Thomas le Boteler holds a messuage with a court yard which contains 1 rood,7 and 3
acres of land, by charter, paying thence yearly to the said abbot 14s [shillings].
Villeins.8 Hugh Miller holds 1 virgate of land in villeinage by paying thence to the said abbot 3s. 1d
[pence]. Likewise the same Hugh works through the whole year except 1 week at Christmas, 1
week at Easter, and 1 at Whitsuntide, that is in each week 3 days, each with 1 man, and in autumn
each day with 2 men, performing the said works at the will of the said abbot as in plowing and other
work. Likewise he gives 1 bushel of wheat for benseed and 18 sheeves of oats for fodder-corn.
Likewise he gives 3 hens and 1 cock yearly and 5 eggs at Easter.
Likewise he does carrying to Peterborough and to Jakele and no where else, at the will of the said
abbot. Likewise if he sells a brood mare in his court yard for 10s. or more, he shall give nothing to
the aforesaid. He gives also merchet and heriot, and is tallaged9 at the feast of of St. Michael, at the
will of the said abbot. There are also 17 other villeins. . . each of whom holds 1 virgate of land in
villeinage, paying and doing in all things, each for himself, to the said abbot yearly just as the said
Hugh Miller. There are also 5 other villeins. . . each of whom holds half a virgate of land10 by
paying and doing in all things half of the whole service which Hugh Miller pays and does.
Cotters.11 Henry, son of the miller, holds a cottage with a croft which contains 1 rood, paying
thence yearly to the said abbot 2s. Likewise at the will of the said abbot, each day with 1 man and in
the autumn 1 day in cutting grain with 1 man.

6

A league was about 2-1/2 miles.
A messuage was a house and all of its outbuildings. A rood was a unit of land equal to about a quarter of an acre.
8
A villein was the highest level of serf on a manor. They were unfree since they were tied to a manor and owed labor
services to the lord.
9
Merchet, heriot and tallage were all specialized taxes which peasants had to pay. Merchet was a fine paid to the lord
on the occasion of the marriage of a peasant’s daughter. Heriot was an inheritance tax. Tallage was a land tax.
10
This is a reference to a serf known as a half-villein, who held half as much land as did a villein, and consequently
owed more labor services to the lord.
11
A cotter was the lowest form of serf on a manor. They had very small holdings of land and thus had to offer more
labor services to their lord.
7
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20. Aelfric’s Colloquy (1005)
Peasants were not literate and so leave very few literary remains which can give us an idea of how
they conducted their lives. Manorial records can give us information about certain kinds of
obligations which serfs owed the master of a manor, but not much on their daily work. That is why
the selection below is so important. It is from a Latin treatise written by Abbot Aelfric, and added to
by his student, Aelfric Bata (d. 1006). They were the schoolmasters of a monastic school in England
which taught the boys of a nearby community. It is written in the form of a dialogue between a
schoolmaster and his various pupils, a form of educational writing which goes back to Socrates and
Plato. Its value lies in what it reveals about the duties of different kinds of serfs.
1) What important things do you learn about the lives of peasants from this account?
2) What do all of these kinds of peasants have in common?
3) Why might an account like this be used as a reading text in a medieval school?
[From Roy Cave and Herbert Coulson, eds., A Source Book for Medieval Economic History (New
York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965), pp. 46-47.]

Master: What do your companions know?
Disciple: They are ploughmen, shepherds, oxherds, huntsmen, fishermen, falconers, merchants,
cobblers, saltmakers, and bakers.
Master: What sayest thou ploughman? How do you do your work?
Ploughman: O my lord, I work very hard: I go out at dawn, driving the cattle to the field, and I
yoke them to the plough. Nor is the weather so bad in winter that I dare stay at home, for fear of my
lord: but when the oxen are yoked, and the ploughshare and coulter1 attached to the plough, I must
plough one whole field a day, or more.
Master: Have you any assistant?
Ploughman: I have a boy to drive the oxen with a goad, and he too is hoarse with cold and
shouting.
Master: What more do you do in a day?
Ploughman: Certainly I do more. I must fill the manger of the oxen with hay, and water them and
carry out the dung.

1

A coulter was a sharp blade or disk which was attached to a plow in order to cut into the soil during plowing.
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Master: Indeed, that is great labor.
Ploughman: Even so, it is a great labor for I am not free.2
Master: What have you to say shepherd? Have you heavy work too?
Shepherd: I have indeed. In the grey dawn I drive my sheep to the pasture and I stand watch over
them, in heat and cold, with my dogs, lest the wolves devour them. And I bring them back to my
fold and milk them twice a day. And I move their fold; and I make cheese and butter, and I am
faithful to my lord.
Master: Oxherd, what work do you do?
Oxherd: O my lord, I work hard. When the ploughman unyokes the oxen I lead them to the pasture
and I stand all night guarding them against thieves. Then in the morning I hand them over to the
ploughman well fed and watered.
Master: What is your craft?
Fisherman: I am a fisherman.
Master: What do you obtain from your work?
Fisherman: Food and clothing and money.
Master: How do you take the fish?
Fisherman: I get into a boat, and place my nets in the water, and I throw my hook and lines, and
whatever they take I keep.
Master: What fish do you take?
Fisherman: Herring, salmon, porpoises, sturgeon, oysters, crabs, mussels, periwinkles, cockles,
plaice, sole, lobsters, and the like. . .

2

All serfs were tied to the land of a manor and owed labor services to their lord. For this reason they were not
considered to be free.
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21. William of Malmesbury, On William Rufus
William the Conqueror died in 1087 and was succeeded as duke of Normandy by his eldest son,
Robert Curthose (“Short-boots”), and as king of England by his second surviving son William.
William II, commonly known as William Rufus (“the Red-faced”). William Rufus was a rough,
ambitious and uncouth man who treated the lands of the Roman Catholic Church as if they were
his, and in a sense they were. His bishops and abbots were feudal lords who underwent the
homage ceremony, swearing fealty in exchange for their ecclesiastical lands. They were vassals
of the king, and William Rufus expected unquestioning obedience from them. When a high
churchman died the king, out of greed, sometimes took years to fill the vacant position, gathering
to himself the annual revenues of the lands which supported the church position. Lay people and
churchmen alike decried this policy because it left a diocese or a monastery without a spiritual
leader. This state of affairs also did not set well with the pope who was championing church
reforms which were trying to limit lay interference in the Church. Medieval chroniclers, who
were usually monks, gave William Rufus a black reputation for his avarice as well as his
frequent disagreements with church leaders.
William Rufus also battled aggressively in both England and France to pacify and
expand his realm. To accomplish this he heavily taxed his English subjects, earning himself a
reputation for being a tyrant. When he died in 1100 in what seemed to be a hunting accident, few
of his subjects mourned the loss.
William of Malmesbury (1095-1143) was an English monk of Malmesbury Abbey in
Wiltshire. He was an important historian of the twelfth century and his most significant work was
The Deeds of the English Kings, which related stories of kings from the 5th century to 1120,
including the first three Anglo-Norman monarchs. William tried to be impartial in his approach
to the kings of this new dynasty, but his strong feelings for some of them are apparent in his
writings.
1) What does William of Malmesbury dislike about the way William Rufus treated the Church?
2) What other faults did the king have?
3) Why do you think William Rufus was so disliked by so many people?
[From William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the Kings of England, John Sharpe, trans. (London,
1815), pp. 334-340.]

I may be allowed, with permission of the royal majesty, not to conceal the truth; for he [King
William II] feared God but little, man not at all. . .
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The sacred honors of the church, as the pastors1 died, were exposed to sale: for whenever the
death of any bishop or abbot was announced, directly one of the king's clerks was admitted, who
made an inventory of everything, and carried all future rents into the royal exchequer. In the
meantime some person was sought out fit to supply the place of the deceased; not from proof of
morals, but of money; and, at last, if I may so say, the empty honor was conferred, and even that
purchased, at a great price. These things appeared the more disgraceful, because, in his father's
time,2 after the decease of a bishop or abbot, all rents were reserved entire, to be given up to the
succeeding pastor; and persons truly meritorious, on account of their religion, were elected. But
in the lapse of a very few years, everything was changed. . . .
Men of the meanest condition, or guilty of whatever crime, were listened to, if they could
suggest anything likely to be advantageous to the king. The halter was loosened from the
robber's neck, if he could promise any emolument to the sovereign. All military discipline being
relaxed, the courtiers preyed upon the property of the country people, and consumed their
substance, taking the very meat from the mouths of these wretched creatures.
Then was there flowing hair and extravagant dress; and then was invented the fashion of shoes
with curved points; then the model for young men was to rival women in delicacy of person, to
mince their gait, to walk with loose gesture, and half naked. Enervated and effeminate, they
unwillingly remained what nature had made them; the assailers of others' chastity, prodigal of
their own….
Hence may be perceived how fierce a flame of evil burst forth from what the king conceived to
be liberality. In repressing which as he did not manifest so much diligence as negligence, he
incurred a degree of infamy, not only great, but scarcely to be wiped out. . . .
An edict for an intolerable tax was circulated throughout England. On this the bishops and
abbots, in great numbers, went to court, to complain of the injury; observing that they could not
raise so great an impost, unless they drove away their wretched husbandmen altogether. . .
Just so, too, were their proceedings against their vassals; first taking their money, then their land:
neither the poor man's poverty, nor the rich man's abundance, protecting him. He so restricted the
right of hunting, which he had formerly allowed, that it became a capital offence to take a stag.
This extreme severity, which was tempered by no affability, was the cause of many conspiracies,
among the nobility, against his safety. . . .

1

A pastor was the priest in charge of a parish church, which was financially supported by tithes from the
parishioners and the rents from parish lands.
2
William the Conqueror.
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[In 1100] after dinner he went into the forest, attended by few persons; of whom the most
intimate with him was Walter, surnamed Tirel, who had been induced to come from France by
the liberality of the king. This man alone had remained with him, while the others, employed in
the chase, were dispersed as chance directed. The sun was now declining, when the king,
drawing his bow and letting fly an arrow, slightly wounded a stag which passed before him; and,
keenly gazing, followed it, still running, a long time with his eyes, holding up his hand to keep
off the power of the sun's rays. At this instant Walter, conceiving a noble exploit, which was
while the king's attention was otherwise occupied to transfix another stag which by chance came
near him, unknowingly, and without power to prevent it. Oh, gracious God! pierced his breast
with a fatal arrow. On receiving the wound, the king uttered not a word; but breaking off the
shaft of the weapon where it projected from his body, fell upon the wound, by which he
accelerated his death. Walter immediately ran up, but as he found him senseless and speechless,
he leaped swiftly upon his horse, and escaped by spurring him to his utmost speed.
Indeed there was none to pursue him: some connived at his flight; others pitied him; and all
were intent on other matters. Some began to fortify their dwellings; others to plunder; and the
rest to look out for a new king. A few countrymen conveyed the body, placed on a cart, to the
cathedral at Winchester; the blood dripping from it all the way. Here it was committed to the
ground within the tower, attended by many of the nobility, though lamented by few.
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22. The Coronation Charter of Henry I (1100)
Some contemporaries suspected that the death of the second Anglo-Norman king of England,
William Rufus, was not a simple hunting accident, but instead an assassination. This suspicion
was due to the curious actions of William’s youngest brother Henry, who had been a member of
the fatal hunting party. Instead of immediately bringing his brother’s body back from the forest
where he died, Henry abandoned it and quickly rode to secure the king’s treasury in Winchester.
He then raced to London and had himself immediately crowned as King Henry I (r. 1100-1135).
The coronation occurred so precipitously that the Archbishop of Canterbury was not able to
preside over the ceremony, as was the tradition. The reason for Henry’s expeditious crowning
was to prevent his eldest brother Robert Curthose, the duke of Normandy, from declaring himself
to be king of England. However, Henry was in a very precarious position and needed the
backing of a substantial amount of the nobility and clergy of England to stay on his throne. In
order to earn a favorable reputation Henry issued a charter with which he hoped to gain the
approval of the great men of the realm and show that he was not like his more rapacious
brother, William Rufus.
1) What is Henry’s stated reason for issuing this coronation charter?
2) What kinds of people are affected by the articles in this charter?
3) How is Henry’s brother, William Rufus, portrayed throughout the charter?
4) Why might this charter be important?
[From Fordham University, The Internet Medieval Sourcebook. Found at
http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/hcoronation.asp]

Henry, king of the English, to Bishop Samson and Urso de Abetot and all his barons and faithful,
both French and English, of Worcestershire, [copies were sent to all the shires] greeting.
1. Know that by the mercy of God and the common counsel of the barons of the whole kingdom
of England I have been crowned king of said kingdom; and because the kingdom had been
oppressed by unjust exactions, I, through fear of god and the love which I have toward you all, in
the first place make the holy church of God free, so that I will neither sell nor put to farm,1 nor
on the death of archbishop or bishop or abbot will I take anything from the church's demesne or
from its men until the successor shall enter it. And I take away all the bad customs by which the
kingdom of England was unjustly oppressed; which bad customs I here set down in part:

1

To put to farm meant to farm out revenues. On the death of certain senior churchmen earlier monarchs, including
William Rufus, had not immediately appointed a successor. Instead they waited a few years to make an appointment
and leased out the church lands for that period to third parties. They then pocketed the revenues.
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2. If any of my barons, earls, or others who hold of me shall have died, his heir shall not buy
back his land as he used to do in the time of my brother, but he shall relieve it by a just and
lawful relief.2 Likewise also the men of my barons shall relieve their lands from their lords by a
just and lawful relief.
3. And if any of my barons or other men should wish to give his daughter, sister, niece, or
kinswoman in marriage, let him speak with me about it; but I will neither take anything from him
for this permission nor prevent his giving her unless he should be minded to join her to my
enemy.3 And if, upon the death of a baron or other of my men, a daughter is left as heir, I will
give her with her land by the advice of my barons. And if, on the death of her husband, the wife
is left and without children, she shall have her dowry and right of marriage, and I will not give
her to a husband unless according to her will.
4. But if a wife be left with children, she shall indeed have her dowry and right of marriage so
long as she shall keep her body lawfully, and I will not give her unless according to her will. . .
6. I remit all pleas and all debts which were owing to my brother, except my lawful fixed
revenues and except those amounts which had been agreed upon for the inheritances of others or
for things which more justly concerned others. . .
7. And if any of my barons or men shall grow feeble, as he shall give or arrange to give his
money, I grant that it be so given. But if, prevented by arms or sickness, he shall not have given
or arranged to give his money, his wife, children, relatives, or lawful men shall distribute it for
the good of his soul as shall seem best to them.
8. If any of my barons or men commit a crime, he shall not bind himself to a payment at the
king's mercy4 as he has been doing in the time of my father or my brother; but he shall make
amends according to the extent of the crime as he would have done before the time of my father
in the time of my other predecessors. But if he be convicted of treachery or heinous crime, he
shall make amends as is just.
9. I forgive all murders committed before the day I was crowned king; and those which shall be
committed in the future shall be justly compensated according to the law of King Edward.5
2

A relief was the inheritance tax paid by an heir of a vassal to his lord in order to keep possession of the fief.
Traditionally a vassal needed the approval of his lord before his daughter or near kinswomen could marry. Some
lords, such as King William Rufus, charged his vassals money to get his approval, an arrangement which his nobility
hated.
4
To be at the king’s mercy was to accept one’s guilt for a crime and pay a fine to the king. Both William I and
William II had been willing to cut deals with their vassals to pay low fines for committing serious crimes.
5
William the Conqueror and his successors owed their claim to the English throne to King Edward the Confessor,
who was held up as a paragon of just and lawful rule. As a result, they frequently likened their laws to those of King
Edward in order to show that they too were good and just monarchs.
3
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10. By the common consent of my barons I have kept in my hands forests as my father had
them….6
12. I impose a strict peace upon my whole kingdom and command that it be maintained
henceforth.
13. I restore to you the law of King Edward with those amendments introduced into it by my
father with the advice of his barons.
14. If anyone, since the death of King William my brother, has taken anything belonging to me
or to anyone else, the whole is to be quickly restored without fine; but if any one keep anything
of it, he upon whom it shall be found shall pay me a heavy fine.
Witnesses Maurice bishop of London, and [10 others named]. At London when I was crowned.
Farewell.

6

William Rufus was infamous for his forest laws which made it a crime to hunt in most of the forests in England.
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23. Ipswich Town Charter (1200)
The High Middle Ages (1000-1300) saw a tremendous expansion of commercial activities across
Europe. The end of the Viking and Saracen invasions brought a measure of peace and stability.
Towns, known as boroughs in England, began to grow in population. The merchants and
craftsmen who lived there were called burgesses. Merchants were bringing new and costly
luxury items, such as spices, silks and medicinal drugs, from the Near East and North Africa into
Europe, and affluent families desired them greatly. Many noblemen were anxious to get their
hands on cash in order to buy these luxuries, because merchants did not accept produce or
livestock from buyers. Towns were situated on manorial land. The lords of these lands expected
to exercise their power and authority over them and receive their customary services from the
townspeople or be compensated for their loss. Since the standard labor obligations, which we
saw in Document #19 (Alwalton Manor), would have seriously hampered the commercial
activities of the burgesses, and because manorial courts were not held frequently enough to meet
the needs of a town, the townspeople sought certain freedoms, called liberties. They usually paid
a lump sum of money for these privileges, which were legally confirmed by a charter, such as
this one issued by King John of England. Remember that both sides get benefits from an
agreement which is confirmed by a charter.
1) What benefits does the king get from issuing this charter?
2) What liberties (privileges) did merchants receive from this charter?
3) Which of these liberties seem to be particularly important? Why?
4) What does King John give up in order to get his benefits?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 22-23.]
[1] John, by the grace of God king, etc. Know that we have granted and by our present charter
have confirmed to our burgesses of Ipswich our borough of Ipswich,1 with all appurtenances and
with all its liberties and free customs, to be held of us and our heirs by them and their heirs in
hereditary right, paying to our exchequer every year at Michaelmas term, by the hand of the
reeve of Ipswich, the just and accustomed farm2 and, at the same time, the increment of 100s.
sterling . . . that they used to pay.
[2] We have also granted that all burgesses of Ipswich are to be quit of toll, stallage,3 lastage,
pontage, and all other customs throughout all our land and throughout the ports of the sea.
[3] We have granted to them that, with the exception of our officials, none of them shall be
impleaded in any plea outside the borough of Ipswich, save only in pleas concerning foreign
tenures.4
1

A borough was originally a fortified town but became a town with rights of self-government granted by a royal
charter, such as this document. An inhabitant of a borough was known as a burgher or a burgess.
2
The farm was a fixed annual sum of money collected by the citizens themselves, a kind of tax, in order to insure
political independence and economic privileges.
3
Stallage, lastage and pontage were taxes collected respectively for the liberty to erect a booth (stall) in a fair or a
market, to attend fairs or markets, and to use a bridge.
4
A plea was a court case. To be impleaded meant to be taken to court. Citizens suspected of a crime could only be
tried in an Ipswich court.
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[4] And that they shall have their gild merchant.5
[5] That no one shall be lodged or shall take anything by force within the borough of Ipswich.
[6] That they shall justly have their lands and their pledges and all their debts, by whomsoever
owed;
[7] That, with regard to their lands and tenures inside the borough of Ipswich, justice shall be
assured them according to the custom of the borough of Ipswich and of our free boroughs.
[8] That, with regard to their debts established at Ipswich and their pledges made in the same
place, the pleas shall be held at Ipswich; and that none of them shall be adjudged in mercy with
respect to his chattells except according to the law of our free boroughs.6
[9] We also forbid any one in all our land, on pain of £10 forfeiture to us, to exact toll, stallage,
or any other custom from the men of Ipswich.
[10] Wherefore we will and straightly command that the aforesaid burgesses shall have and hold
the aforesaid liberties and free customs well and in peace, as they have been and are best and
most freely enjoyed by the other burgesses of our free boroughs in England saving in all things
to our citizens of London their liberties and free customs.
[11] Furthermore, we will and grant that our said burgesses, by the common counsel of their
town, shall elect two of the more lawful and discreet men of their town and present them to our
chief justice at our exchequer7; which men shall well and faithfully keep the reeveship8 of our
aforesaid borough of Ipswich. And so long as they well conduct themselves in that office, they
shall not be removed except by the common counsel of the aforesaid burgesses.
[12] We also will that in the same borough, by the common counsel of the aforesaid burgesses,
four of the more lawful and discreet men of the borough shall be elected to keep the pleas of the
crown9 and other matters that pertain to us and to our crown in the same borough, and to see that
the reeves of that borough justly treat both rich and poor.

5

The gild merchant was the original combination of merchants and craftsmen in a guild which governed the town.
In the thirteenth century, separate guilds of craftsmen and merchants were created. The new merchant guild
members gradually forced the craftsmen to the lower rungs of town government.
6
To be adjudged in mercy meant to be fined. Chattells were one’s movable property. Property could not be taken by
a court unless by the laws of Ipswich.
7
The exchequer was the king’s treasury. It both collected taxes and kept accounts of all monies owed to the king.
8
A lord’s manorial lands were usually under the oversight of an official called a bailiff or a reeve. These men kept
order and frequently acted as judges at the manorial courts. When towns were formed on manorial land, certain
burgesses had to take over the responsibilities of the reeve. They were responsible for maintaining law and order in
the town. Our modern word “sheriff” descends from this word.
9
To act as judges in the municipal courts.
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24. William FitzStephens, Description of London (c.1174-83)
William FitzStephens’ greatest fame was as a biographer of Thomas Beckett, the archbishop of
Canterbury who was slain by the knights of King Henry II. But he also gave the world a unique
sketch of life in London in the late twelfth century, a time when towns and cities across Britain
were growing and experiencing a tremendous increase in commerce and trade. This was a time
when Europeans were moving from a barter to a money economy. FitzStephens gives a glimpse
of the prosperity of the capital city of England during the renaissance of the twelfth century. His
study of London begins with a description of the fortifications and churches of the city. He then
discusses the activities of its citizens of all classes. After reading the following selection, please
try to answer the following questions.
1) What things about London and its people is FitzStephens most proud of?
2) What evidence of prosperity do you see in this account? Of the importance of trade?
3) What things do Londoners do for entertainment? What classes take part in these?
4) What do these entertainments tell us about the class structure in London?
[From Henry Thomas Riley, ed. Liber Customarum. Rolls Series, no.12, vol.2 (1860), 2-15.
Found at http://users.trytel.com/~tristan/towns/florilegium/introduction/intro01.html]

Among the splendid cities of the world that have achieved celebrity, the city of London – seat of
the English monarchy – is one whose renown is more widespread, whose money and
merchandize go further afield, and which stands head and shoulders above the others. It is
fortunate in the wholesomeness of its climate, the devotion of its Christians, the strength of its
fortifications, its well-situated location, the respectability of its citizens, and the propriety of their
wives. Furthermore it takes great pleasure in its sports and is prolific in producing men of
superior quality. Each of which characteristic I shall address in turn. . . .
Every morning you can find those carrying on their various trades, those selling specific types of
goods, and those who hire themselves out as laborers, each in their particular locations engaged
in their tasks. Nor should I forget to mention that there is in London, on the river bank amidst the
ships, the wine for sale, and the storerooms for wine, a public cook-shop. On a daily basis there,
depending on the season, can be found fried or boiled foods and dishes, fish large and small,
meat – lower quality for the poor, finer cuts for the wealthy – game and fowl (large and small). If
friends arrive unexpectedly at the home of some citizen and they, tired and hungry after their
journey, prefer not to wait until food may be got in and cooked, or "till servants bring water for
hands and bread", they can in the meantime pay a quick visit to the riverside, where anything
they might desire is immediately available. . . .
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In a suburb immediately outside one of the gates there is a field that is smooth, both in name and
in fact.1 Every Friday (unless it is an important holy day requiring solemnity) crowds are drawn
to the show and sale of fine horses. This attracts the earls, barons and knights who are then in the
city, along with many citizens, whether to buy or just to watch. It is a delight to see the palfreys
trotting gently around, the blood pumping in their veins, their coats glistening with sweat, as they
alternately raise then lower both feet on one side together. Then to see the horses more suitable
for squires, rougher yet quicker in their movements, simultaneously lifting one set of feet and
setting down the opposite set. After that the high-bred young colts, not yet trained or broken,
"high-stepping with elastic tread". Next packhorses, with robust and powerful legs. Then
expensive war horses, tall and graceful, "with quivering ears, high necks and plump buttocks".
Prospective buyers watch as all are put through their paces. . . .
In a separate part [of Smithfield] are located the goods that country folk are selling: agricultural
implements, pigs with long flanks, cows with swollen udders, "woolly flocks and bodies huge of
kine".2 Also to be found there are mares suited for pulling ploughs, sledges, and two-horse carts;
some have bellies swollen with fetuses, while around others already wander their newborn –
frisky foals who stick close to their mothers.
Middlemen from every nation under heaven are pleased to bring to the city ships full of
merchandise:
"Gold from Arabia, from Sabaea3 spice
And incense; from the Scythians4 arms of steel
Well-tempered; oil from the rich groves of palm
That spring from the fat lands of Babylon;
Fine gems from Nile, from China crimson silks;
French wines; and sable, vair and miniver5
From the far lands where Russ and Norseman dwell…."6
Let us look more closely now at the city's recreations, since it is not productive for urban society
to be always serious or practical – it also needs to smile and have fun. . . .

This smooth field was known as “Smithfield.” It had been the center of London’s meat market since the 900s. It
was also infamous for its public executions of criminals.
2
Kine was a generic term for cattle.
3
Sabaea was the medieval word for Yemen, a land at the southernmost part of the Arabian peninsula, which was an
important region for the trans-shipment of spices from India, Africa and Indonesia.
4
Scythia was located north of the Aegean Sea and medieval Europeans thought it was inhabited by wild tribesmen.
5
Sable was a black fur which came from a marten. Vair was a blue-grey fur from squirrels. Miniver was the white
fur from an ermine.
6
Russia and Scandinavia.
1
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Let us begin with boys' games (for we were all boys once). Each year on the day called
"Carnival"7 schoolboys bring fighting-cocks to their schoolmaster, and the entire morning is
given over to the boyish sport, for there is a school holiday for purpose of the cock fights.
After lunch all the youth of the city go out into the fields to take part in a ball game. The students
of each school have their own ball; the workers from each city craft are also carrying their balls.
Older citizens, fathers, and wealthy citizens come on horseback to watch their juniors competing,
and to relive their own youth vicariously: you can see their inner passions aroused as they watch
the action and get caught up in the fun being had by the carefree adolescents. . . .8
On festival days throughout the summer young men exercise through sports such as athletics,
archery, wrestling, shot-put, throwing javelins (by use of a strap) beyond a marker, and dueling
with bucklers. . .
On most festival days during winter, before lunch, boars foaming at the mouth and hogs armed
with "tusks lightning-swift" fight for their lives; they'll soon be bacon. And fat bulls with horns
or monstrous bears, under restraints, are set to fight against hounds.
When the great marsh that laps up against the northern walls of the city is frozen, large numbers
of the younger crowd go there to play about on the ice. Some, after building up speed with a run,
facing sideways and their feet placed apart, slide along for a long distance. Others make seats for
themselves out of ice-slabs almost as large as millstones, and are dragged along by several others
who hold their hands and run in front. Moving so quickly, the feet of some slip out from under
them and inevitably they fall down flat. Others are more skilled at frolicking on the ice: they
equip each of their feet with an animal's shin-bone, attaching it to the underside of their
footwear; using hand-held poles reinforced with metal tips, which they periodically thrust against
the ice, they propel themselves along as swiftly as a bird in flight or a bolt shot from a crossbow.
But sometimes two, by accord, beginning far apart, charge each other from opposite directions
and, raising their poles, strike each other with them. One or both are knocked down, not without
injury, since after falling their impetus carries them off some distance and any part of their head
that touches the ice is badly scratched and scraped. Often someone breaks a leg or an arm, if he
falls onto it. But youth are driven to show off and demonstrate their superiority, so they are
inclined to these mock battles, to steel themselves for real combat.

7

Carnival was a holiday celebrated on Shrove Tuesday, the day before Ash Wednesday which marked the
beginning of Lent, the six weeks before Easter and a time when Christians abstained from eating meat. In medieval
Europe it was a day marked by great feasting and excess.
8
One of the earliest references to the sport which is today known as “football” in Europe and “soccer” in America.
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25. Regulations for the safe-keeping of the Streets (1297)
Just because a town or city received a royal charter from the king did not mean that the
inhabitants could engage in any kind of behavior they wished. The monarch wanted his towns to
be places where people would want to come to trade and buy merchandise. The more prosperous
the town was the more money the king could expect to receive in various forms of taxation. Thus
monarchs expected English towns to be governed well and kept safe. City officials, such as the
aldermen and the mayor, were elected by the citizens of the town to govern it. They did so by
creating ordinances – municipal laws. The leaders of the guilds, often called wardens, also took
part in governance.
In the following selection we see an example of a set of ordinances passed in the reign of
King Edward I in 1297 for the city of London. Try to answer these questions:
1) Who created these ordinances and who was expected to enforce them?
2) What responsibilities do citizens of London have to their city?
3) What kind of behaviors are these ordinances trying to control?
4) How do these ordinances help “maintain the peace” in the city?
[From Henry T. Riley, Memorials of London and London Life in the XIIIth, XIVth, and XVth
Centuries (London, 1868), pp. 34-35.]

On Thursday next after the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross [September 14] in the 25th
year of the reign of King Edward [I], by Sir John Bretun, Warden,1 and the Aldermen, the
following Proclamation was ordered, for maintaining the peace of our Lord the King:
On behalf of the King and his son, and their Council, the Wardens and the Aldermen ordain,-[1.] That no person shall be so daring as to be found walking through the streets after curfew
rung at St. Martin’s le Grand;
[2.] [A]nd that every one, under the penalty that is awarded thereto, shall come when he is
summoned to the watch,2 as well at the City Gates as in the streets, armed and arrayed as he out
to be.

1
2

Sir John Bretun was the effective mayor of London in 1297 but went by the title of Royal Warden of London.
It was a civic duty for all male citizens to stand watch in the town, either at the city gates or on the wall.
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[3.] And that every one shall keep clean the front of his tenement,3 that so the streets be delivered
from all encumbrances4 before Friday next, at Vespers5; and where encumbrances shall be found
after the time aforesaid, jet the owner be amerced6 in half a mark.7
[4.] And that the stands8 be removed forthwith, before Vespers.
[5.] And that on Sunday every Alderman, in his own Ward,9 shall take such stands as shall be
found in the streets, and do his will therewith; and if after that time any stand shall be found in
the streets, the Warden10 shall do his will therewith.
[6.] And that no taverner11 or Brewster12 shall keep the door open after curfew rung,13 as
aforesaid; and that whosoever shall be convicted thereof, shall be amerced in half a mark, which
shall be expended in repairing the walls and the gates of the city.
[7.] And that fullers’ implements14 shall be forthwith removed, before Vespers.
[8.] And that pentices15 which are too low shall be forthwith pulled down, that so persons may
ride on great horses beneath.
[9.] And also, that pig-sties that are in the streets shall be speedily removed; and that no swine
shall be found in the streets, on pain of forfeiture thereof, in aid of making the walls and gates.

3

A tenement was a townhouse.
Literally “things that encumber movement” through a street, anything which might block part of a street.
5
Vespers was the church service and prayers performed at sunset. Here it means “at sunset.”
6
fined
7
In half a mark means “for half of a mark.” A mark was a unit of currency worth 2/3 of a pound sterling – quite a
large sum of money.
8
Boxes used as market stalls were known as stands.
9
London was divided into districts, called wards, each of which elected their own alderman.
10
Mayor.
11
One who owns or runs a tavern.
12
Brewer of beer and ale.
13
Curfew was set by a law of William the Conqueror to be at 8PM each night. Since timepieces were both expensive
and rare, in most towns this hour was announced by the ringing of a bell.
14
An important part in the production of woolen cloth was fulling. This involved washing the raw wool in urine to
remove oils and dirt and then hanging and stretching the wool on large wooden screens to dry. Fullers were the men
who performed these noxious tasks. Their implements included large tubs (for the washing) and the screens (for
drying).
15
A pentice was a narrow sloping extension of a roof which created a covered walkway beneath.
4
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26. Ordinances of the White Tawyers (Tanners) (1346)
Guilds were organized to protect the interests of craftspeople in particular trades. They
regulated the work environment, quality control, production level and product pricing for the
craft. The larger the town or city, the more guilds were represented. London, being the largest
city in England, had over 100 different guilds. Not all craft guilds were treated equally. For
example, the guilds which dealt in general merchandise, spices, wool and cloth, gold working,
furs and clothing, just to name a few trades, were considered to be older and more illustrious
than later or more specialized guilds. However, regardless of the status of the guild, all guild
members could expect certain things due to their membership.
The following selection is a series of ordinances made for the guild of white tawyers,
tanners who specialized in the making of white leather products, such as belts, pouches and
other articles of clothing.
1) What kind of behaviors did the guild regulate?
2) What responsibilities did guild members have?
3) What benefits were there to being in a guild?
[From Henry T. Riley, Memorials of London and London Life in the XIIIth, XIVth, and XVth
Centuries (London, 1868), pp. 232-233.]

[1.] In the first place,--they have ordained that they will find a wax candle, to burn before Our
Lady in the Church of All Hallows, near London Wall.1
[2.] Also, that each person of the said trade shall put in the box2 such sum as he shall think fit, in
aid of maintaining the said candle.
[3.] Also, if by chance any one of the said trade shall fall into poverty, whether through old age,
or because he cannot labor or work, and have nothing with which to help himself; he shall have
every week from the said box 7d.3 for his support, and if he be a man of good repute. And after
his decease, if he have a wife, a woman of good repute, she shall have weekly for her support 7d.
from the said box, so long as she shall behave herself well, and keep single.
[4.] And that no stranger4 shall work in the said trade, or keep house [for the same] in the City, if
he be not an apprentice. . . .

1

All guilds showed their good citizenship by contributing good works to their town or city. Here the guild is
sponsoring a candle to burn in a church.
2
This is a reference to the common box, a repository for donations for the good of the guild.
3
English coinage included twelve pennies (or pence) to a shilling and twenty shillings to a pound sterling.
4
foreigner
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[5.] And that no one shall take the serving-man of another to work with him, during his term,
unless it be with the permission of his master.
[6.] And if anyone of the said trade shall have work in his house that he cannot complete, or if
for want of assistance such work shall be in danger of being lost, those of the said trade shall aid
him, that so the said work be not lost.
[7.] And if anyone of the trade shall depart this life, and have not wherewithal to be buried, he
shall be buried at the expense of their common box; and when any one of the said trade shall die,
all those of the said trade shall do to the Vigil,5 and make offering on the morrow.
[8.] And if any serving-man shall conduct himself in any other manner than properly towards his
master, and act rebelliously towards him, no one of the said trade shall set to work, until he shall
have made amends before the Mayor and Aldermen. . . .
[9.] And that no one of the said trade shall behave himself the more thoughtlessly, in the way of
speaking or acting amiss, by reason of the points aforesaid; and if any one shall do to the
contrary thereof, he shall not follow the said trade until he shall have reasonably made amends.
[10.] And if any one of the trade shall do to the contrary of any point of the Ordinances
aforesaid, and be convicted thereof by good men of the said trade, he shall pay to the Guildhall
of London,6 the first time 2s., the second time 40d., and the third time half a mark, and the fourth
time 10s., and shall forswear the trade.
[11.] Also, that the good folks of the same trade shall once in the year be assembled in a certain
place, convenient thereto, there to choose two men of the most loyal and befitting of the same
trade, to be overseers of work and all other things touching the trade for that year. . . .
[15.] Also, that no one who has not been an apprentice, and has not finished his term of
apprenticeship in the said trade, shall be made free of the same trade7; unless it be attested by the
overseers for the time being, or by four persons of the same trade, that such person is able, and
sufficiently skilled to be made free of the same.

5

A vigil was a gathering in a church the night before a funeral in order to keep company with the body of a
deceased individual. It was a sign of respect.
6
The Guildhall was a body of representatives of all the guilds in London. It was also a building where meetings of
these representatives met.
7
To be made free meant that one had demonstrated his skill in the craft to the level that he was free to practice it in
the city. There was usually a ceremony at which the apprentice received an honor called the freedom of the city. This
gave him the right to work in that craft for wages.
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27. The Assize of Clarendon (1166)
William the Conqueror’s conquest of England ended Anglo-Saxon rule and brought feudalism to
an already highly centralized country. William’s children continued his efforts at centralization.
In 1154, Henry II, a great-grandson of the Conqueror, came to the throne. He was not only the
King of England and the Duke of Normandy, but also the Count of Anjou and Maine, two
prosperous regions in northwestern France. Through marriage he also became ruler of the
French regions of Aquitaine and Gascony. Thus Henry II ruled over a vast area, one which
became known as the Angevin Empire (after Anjou, Henry’s home county). It took a great deal
of money to administer and protect such a large empire, and Henry II developed an impressive
bureaucracy to collect all the revenues owed to him by both his English and French subjects. He
discovered that a fair and equitable judicial system could bring him both great prestige and a
substantial amount of money. In England he developed a new form of law, common law, socalled because it was a set of royal laws and legal procedures which were common to all social
classes. Common law cases were decided based on something called precedent, which meant on
the judgments of earlier cases. They were administered by judges, called justices, appointed by
the king himself.
One of the earliest proclamations of Henry II was the Assize of Clarendon of 1166 which
widened the scope of royal justice to include the indictment and prosecution of major felons. The
term assize meant a court session. The inquest jury mentioned in article 1 of this document is
not the equivalent of a modern jury which determines guilt or innocence. Rather, it was like a
modern grand jury which determines whether there is enough evidence to indict someone for a
crime and thus paves the way for a criminal trial.
1) In the following selection, why doesn’t the king call this assize on his own?
2) Why does he consult with others?
3) How do the justices determine if crimes have been committed?
4) How are oaths used in this system of justice?
5) What powers do sheriffs have?
[From Alfred J. Andrea, The Medieval Record, (NY: Houghton-Mifflin, 1997), 301-304.]

Here begins the Assize of Clarendon, made by king Henry II, with the approval of the
archbishops, bishops, abbots, counts and barons of all England.
1. In the first place the aforesaid king Henry, by the counsel of all his barons, for the
preservation of peace and the maintenance of justice, has decreed that an inquest shall be made
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for each county1, and for each hundred2 by twelve of the more lawful men of the hundred, and by
four of the more lawful men of each vill,3 upon oath that they will speak the truth: whether in
their hundred or in their vill there is any man who, since the lord king has been king, has been
charged or publicly exposed as being a robber or murderer or thief; or any one who is a concealer
of robbers or murderers or thieves. And let the justices4 inquire into this before them, and the
sheriffs before them.
2. And who is found through the oath of the aforesaid to have been charged or publicly
exposed as being a robber or murderer or thief, or a concealer of them, since the lord king has
been king, shall be seized and go to the ordeal of water, and shall swear that, to the value of five
shillings,5 so far as he knows, he was not a robber or murderer or thief or concealer of them since
the lord king has been king. . . .
4. And when a robber or murderer or thief, or concealers of them, has been seized through the
aforesaid oath, if the justices have not come sufficiently quickly into that county where they have
been taken, the sheriffs shall send word to the nearest justice through some knowledgeable man,
that they have seized such men; and the justices shall send back word to the sheriffs where they
wish those men to be conducted before them: and the sheriffs shall bring them before the
justices. And with them they shall bring, from the hundred and the vill where they were seized,
two lawful men to bring the record for the county and hundreds as to why they were seized; and
there they will make their law before the justice.
5. And in the case of those who were seized through the aforesaid oath of this assize, no one
shall have court or justice or chattels save the lord king in his court before his justices;6 and the
lord king shall have all their chattels.7 But in the case of those who shall be seized in another way
than by this oath, it shall be as is customary and ought to be.
6. And the sheriffs who seized them shall lead them before the justice without any other
summons than they have then. And when the robbers or murderers or thieves, or concealers of
them, who shall be seized through the oath or otherwise, are delivered to the sheriffs, they shall
receive them immediately without delay.

1

The Anglo-Saxons divided the kingdom up into administrative units called shires which the Normans kept but
renamed counties. Each was under the supervision of a shire-reeve, the sheriff.
2
All shires or counties in England were divided up into smaller units called hundreds.
3
A vill was an agricultural community, a village.
4
Justices were royal judges who travelled on a circuit throughout a set of shires on a regular schedule.
5
A shilling was a small silver coin. There were twenty shillings to a pound sterling.
6
The king’s judges alone shall try them and confiscate their goods.
7
If they are found guilty or are exiled, only the king shall get their goods (chattels).
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7. And in those counties where there are no jails, let them be made in a borough8 or in some
castle of the king with the king’s money and from his woods if they are near, or from some
nearby woods, in view of the king’s servants; to the end that in them the sheriffs may have
guarded those who have been seized, by the ministers and their servants who are used to doing
this. . . .
9. And let there be no one inside or outside his castle, nor even in the honor of Wallingford,9
who shall forbid the sheriffs to enter into his court or his land to take the view of frankpledge;10
and let them all be under sureties: and let them be sent before the sheriffs under frankpledge. . . .

8

A borough was a town. A townsperson was known as a burgher or a burgess.
A royal fief. This is an example which shows that not even royal lands were exempt from the assize.
10
Frankpledge was a police and bail system established by the Normans whereby men of the lower classes were
organized into groups of ten persons and took oaths to be mutually responsible for one another. If one of the ten was
accused of a crime, the other nine were obligated to produce him or make good on the damage. Sheriffs were
required to visit each village and borough twice a year to make sure that everyone who owed this obligation was
duly sworn. Clerics, nobles, knights, free landholders, merchants, and other such people were exempt from
frankpledge.
9
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28. Typical Criminal Cases in the King’s Courts, 1201-1214
The new system of royal circuit courts which were established by Henry II was much fairer than
the old system which had relied on the judgments of the manorial or shire courts which could be
influenced by powerful men of the region, like knights, bishops, abbots and noblemen. The royal
courts allowed common people, for a small fee, to bring suit, meaning a court case, against
others. These cases were judged by royal officials known as justices, who travelled throughout
the shires on a regular schedule, visiting most areas twice or three times a year. When a justice
came to a village or town he called together a jury of twelve men whose job was to give evidence
about all crimes which had been committed since the last time a justice had been there. The
justice then made a decision. It was in the English king’s interest for his royal courts to be seen
as fair and impartial, because the more cases it heard, the more fees were collected and ended
up in the monarch’s pocket.
1) What is the role of the jury in these cases?
2) What kinds of punishment are handed out?
3) Why do you think there are so many cases of ordeals being used to determine guilt or
innocence?
4) How is the local community made part of this system of justice?
[From E.P. Cheyney, D.C. Munro, & J.H. Robinson, eds., Translations and Reprints from the
Original Sources of European History, v.1, no.6 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania, Department of History, 1894), pp. 30-31.]

Denise, who was wife of Anthony, summons1 Nicholas Kam for the death of Anthony,
her husband, as having wickedly killed her husband; and this she offers to prove against him
under award of the court. And Nicholas denies it all. It is adjudged that Denise has no right of
summons, because she does not claim in her accusation that she saw it. The jurors being asked
say that they suspect him of it, and the whole county likewise suspects him. Let Nicholas purge
himself by water,2 according to the assize. He has found sureties. . . .3
Hereward, the son of William, accuses Walter, the son of Hugh, of assaulting him, in the
king’s peace, and wounding him in the arm with a certain iron fork, and giving him another

1

Court cases began when a plaintiff (accuser) paid a fee. A clerk of the court then issued a summons which ordered
the accused (the defendant) to appear before the court.
2
Since there are no witnesses, he must undergo the ordeal of water. He will be thrown into a pool or stream. In this
way God was believed to render judgment. If the defendant sank the water was seen as embracing him and he would
be found innocent of the charge. If he floated to the surface then the water was rejecting him and he was guilty.
Defendants who sunk were pulled out and not allowed to drown.
3
Sureties or securities were people who would swear that they would see that the defendant fulfilled any sentence
laid upon him. They could be fined or otherwise punished if the defendant fled the court’s punishment.
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wound on the head; and this he offers to prove on his body4, as the court shall approve. And
Walter denies it all, on his body. And it is testified by the coroners and by the whole county that
the same Hereward showed his wounds at the proper time, and has made sufficient suit. And it is
therefore adjudged that a battle should be made. The securities of Walter are Peter of Gosberton
church and Richard, the son of Hereward; the securities of Hereward are William, his father, and
the Prior of Pinchbeck. Let them come armed, a fortnight from St. Swithin’s day5, at Leicester….
A certain Lemis is suspected by the jurors of being present when Reinild of Hemchurch
was slain, and of having given aid and consent to her death. And she denies it. Therefore let her
purge6 herself by the ordeal of iron7; but she is ill, let it be postponed until she recovers.
Walter Trenchebof was asserted to have handed to Inger of Faldingthorpe the knife with
which he killed Guy Foliot, and is suspected of it. Let him purge himself by water that he did not
consent to it. He has failed and is hanged.
Simon, the son of Robert, who was captured in company with thieves and was held in prison
because he was under age must likewise purge himself by water. He has purged himself and
abjured8 the realm.

4

To prove on his body meant to prove with physical punishment, in this case to undergo judicial battle.
In medieval Europe most documents were dated by giving the feast day of a particular saint. St. Swithun was a
ninth century bishop who was prayed to when there was drought. His feast day was July 15.
6
To purge oneself was to get rid of one’s guilt, usually by undergoing an ordeal.
7
The ordeal of iron involved the defendant being forced to carry a piece of red-hot iron in her hand for a specified
number of feet, then dropped. The burnt hand was wrapped with a bandage. After a week, if the burn showed signs
of infection, the defendant was considered to be guilty. If the wound was not infected, she was considered to be
innocent.
8
left
5
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29. Punishment for selling putrid beef (1319)

One result of the spread of the common law in England was that most subjects came to expect
that government officials at the local, municipal and national levels would all make sure that the
laws were followed. To show that they were doing their jobs these officials made sure that the
punishment handed out to law-breakers was public. Those malefactors who committed serious
crimes, such as murder, might be publicly executed. Hangings were popular among the common
people of England’s towns and cities and thought of as entertainment by many. For lesser crimes
the English had a tradition of shaming. This meant that punishment for minor offenses involved a
ritual humiliation of the offender, with the hope that the punishment would prevent future
lawbreaking. For example, a baker who sold an underweight loaf of bread might be dragged
around the market square on a sledge facing backward wearing a light loaf of bread around his
neck. He would likely be heckled by the other townspeople. Repeat offenders might be fined or
even have their citizenship in the town taken away. However, regardless of the punishment
meticulous records were kept of all crimes, including the names of the investigators and other
officials involved in carrying out justice.
The following account comes from the municipal records of the City of London in the
year 1319. Please read this section and try to answer these questions:
1) What crime is being investigated? Is it serious?
2) Who is carrying out the investigation?
3) What punishment is the malefactor sentenced to? Why do you think it was performed in the
way it was?
4) What seems to have been the purpose of this punishment?
[From Henry T. Riley, Memorials of London and London Life in the 13th, 14th and 15th
Centuries (London: Longmans, Green, 1868), pp. 132-133. Found at British History Online,
Memorials: 1319, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/memorials-london-life/pp130-133]

Be it remembered, that on the Sunday next after the Feast of All Hallows [1 November] in the
13th year of King Edward [II], son of King Edward [I}, Adam de St. Alban's, William ate
Ramme, Nicholas Dereman, and Gilbert de Dullyngham, sworn wardens1 for overseeing the
flesh-meat brought to the shambles2 called "les Stokkes," came before Hamon de Chiggewelle,
Mayor, John de Wengrave, William de Leyre, and other Aldermen, and Simon de Abyndone and
John de Prestone, the Sheriffs, and caused to be brought before the said Mayor and Aldermen
two beef carcasses, putrid and poisonous, the same having been taken from William Sperlyng of
West Hamme, he intending to sell the same at the said shambles.
1
2

A warden was a municipal official.
Shambles were slum areas in an English town or city.
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And the said William appeared before the Mayor and Aldermen aforesaid, and readily admitted
that he did intend there to have sold those two carcasses; but he says that the flesh thereof is
good and clean, and fit for human food; and he demands that inquisition be forthwith made
thereon. And the jury, by William ate Ramme, Adam de St. Alban's, John le Chaundeler of St.
Laurence Lane, and nine others, say upon their oath, that the said carcasses are putrid and
poisonous, and are bodies that have died of disease. Therefore it was adjudged by the Mayor and
Aldermen aforesaid, that the said William Sperlyng should be put upon the pillory, and the said
carcasses burnt beneath him.

Two kinds of pillories
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30. Roger of Wendover, Flowers of History (early 13th c.)
King John of England (r. 1199-1216) had the bad fortune to live at the same time as one of the
most warlike French monarchs, Philip Augustus, who vigorously, and successfully, waged war
against the English in order to expel them, first, from the duchy of Normandy and ultimately
from most of the rest of the Angevin Empire. The loss of these lands affected not only the king but
also many of his nobles who held land there as well. In order to gather money to pay for an army
to retake those lands, John taxed his subjects unmercifully, especially his nobility. For example,
the amount charged for scutage, a payment made by a vassal in lieu of personally serving in the
royal army, first doubled and then tripled as his reign progressed. Similar increases were made
to wardships and feudal aids. This went against both tradition and established law. John’s
nobility felt that they were being eaten up by the tax increases at the very time when their
revenues were decreasing because of the loss of their continental lands. To add to the problems,
John got into a dispute with Pope Innocent III who excommunicated him and placed his kingdom
under an interdict, which stopped most sacraments from being performed. The excommunication
relieved John’s vassals from their oaths of service and many of them rebelled against him.
Roger of Wendover (d. 1236) was a monk from St. Alban’s Abbey who wrote a chronicle
of his time which has become our main source for the events of the last years of King John. He
entitled his chronicle the Flowers of History because he selected important events to report on
like one picking flowers for an arrangement.
Please answer these questions after reading the following selection:
1) What do the nobles want from King John?
2) Do they trust their king? What evidence do you see for your answer?
3) How does John initially respond to their demands? What does this tell us about the king?
4) Why does John ultimately sign the charter?
[From Roger of Wendover, Flowers of History, J.A. Giles, trans. (London, 1849), Volume II, pp.
303-323. Reprinted in Roy C. Cave & Herbert Poulson, A Source Book for Medieval Economic
History (New York: Biblo & Tannen Publishers, 1965), pp. 298-303.]

About this time [1214] the earls and barons of England assembled at St. Edmunds, as if for
religious duties, although it was for another reason; for after they had discoursed together
secretly for a time, there was placed before them the charter of King Henry the First, which they
had received, as mentioned before, in the city of London from Stephen, archbishop of
Canterbury. This charter contained certain liberties1 and laws granted to the holy Church as well
as to the nobles of the kingdom, besides some liberties which the king2 added of his own accord.
All therefore assembled in the church of St. Edmund, the king and martyr, and, commencing
1
2

Liberties were special rights and privileges which had been previously agreed upon.
Henry I
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with those of the highest rank, they all swore on the great altar that, if the king refused to grant
these liberties and laws, they themselves would withdraw from their allegiance to him, and make
war on him until he should, by a charter3 under his own seal, confirm to them everything that
they required; and finally it was unanimously agreed that, after Christmas, they should all go
together to the king and demand the confirmation of the aforesaid liberties to them, and that they
should in the meantime provide themselves with horses and arms, so that if the king should
endeavor to depart from his oath they might, by taking his castles, compel him to satisfy their
demands; and having arranged this, each man returned home. . . .
[The leaders of the nobles] had now induced almost all the nobility of the whole kingdom to join
them, and constituted a very large army; for in their army there were computed to be two
thousand knights, besides horse-soldiers, attendants, and foot-soldiers, who were variously
equipped. . . . And when the king learned this, he sent the archbishop of Canterbury and William
Marshal, earl of Pembroke4, with some other prudent men, to them to inquire what the laws and
liberties were which they demanded. . . The archbishop, with his fellow messengers, then carried
the paper to the king, and read to him the heads of the paper one by one throughout. The king,
when he heard the purport of these heads, said derisively, with the greatest indignation, "Why,
amongst these unjust demands, did not the barons ask for my kingdom also? Their demands are
vain and visionary, and are unsupported by any plea of reason whatever.” And at length he
angrily declared with an oath that he would never grant them such liberties as would render him
their slave. . . .
As the archbishop and William Marshal could not by any persuasion induce the king to agree to
their demands, they returned by the king’s order to the barons, and duly reported to them all that
they had heard from the king. . . .
[The baronial army begins besieging the king’s castles. It is invited by the city of London to use the
city as a base.]

[The army] then took security from the citizens [of London], and sent letters through England to
those earls, barons, and knights who appeared to be still faithful to the king (though they only
pretended to be so) and advised them with threats, as they had regard for the safety of all their
property and possessions, to abandon a king who was perjured and who made war against his
barons, and together with them to stand firm and fight against the king for their rights and for
peace; and that, if they refused to do this, the barons, would make war against them all, as

3

A written contract
William Marshall began as a landless younger son of a minor noble family. He gained great renown for his martial
prowess through fighting in tournaments, and some considered him the greatest knight in England. His reputation
for loyalty led to successive employment by Henry II, Richard I and John. He was allowed to marry an heiress and
made an earl. On his deathbed in 1216 John appointed Marshal to be guardian of his son Henry III and regent while
the young king was in his minority.
4
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against open enemies, and would destroy their castles, burn their houses and other buildings, and
pillage their warrens, parks, and orchards. . . .
King John, when he saw that he was deserted by almost all, so that out of his regal
superabundance of followers he retained scarcely seven knights, was much alarmed lest the
barons should attack his castles and reduce them without difficulty, as they would find no
obstacle to their so doing. He deceitfully pretended to make peace for a time with the aforesaid
barons, and sent William Marshal, earl of Pembroke, with other trustworthy messengers, to them,
and told them that, for the sake of peace and for the exaltation and honor of the kingdom, he
would willingly grant them the laws and liberties they demanded. . . .
Accordingly, at the time and place agreed upon the king and nobles came to the appointed
conference, and when each party had stationed itself some distance from the other, they began a
long discussion about terms of peace and the aforesaid liberties. . . . At length, after various
points on both sides had been discussed, King John, seeing that he was inferior in strength to the
barons, without raising any difficulty, granted the underwritten laws and liberties, and confirmed
them by his charter. . . .
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31. Magna Carta (1215)
No document has been more influential in the evolution of English (and, arguably, American,
government than the Magna Carta (The Great Charter). It has been interpreted as the
foundation of England’s later constitutional monarchy. King John (r.1199-1216) had the
misfortune to be on the throne at the same time that King Philip Augustus of France was
reinvigorating the French monarchy by conquering the lands of the Angevin Empire. As a result
of Philip’s successful campaigns, John and most of his noblemen lost their lands in France
which they had controlled since before the Norman Conquest. In order to win these lands back
John began amassing large amounts of money so he could pay for a protracted war with the
French. Unfortunately he did this by increasing the traditional rates of money payments. His
earls and barons protested, but John ignored them. In the end they revolted against their king
and John was soon fighting for his life. By 1215 John was desperate for a breathing spell in
which he could amass more fighting men and political support. To buy himself some time he
agreed to the terms which his nobles set forth in the Magna Carta and signed the document.
John reneged on it almost immediately, went back to war with his nobles and died a year later.
Thus in the short term the Magna Carta was a failure. However, rather unexpectedly, the
document became a symbol that there were limits to royal power in England, and that not even
the king himself was above the law. Later kings reissued the charter on different occasions,
usually in order to prove that they valued the ancient laws of the land and thus were fit rulers.
In the following selections try to analyze what the charter says about the problems which
England is experiencing under King John.
1) In general, what is John agreeing to in this document?
2) Who are the people, groups or institutions who are important enough to get their problems
solved, or their rights reaffirmed, by this charter?
3) Which of these articles have an impact on the common people of England?
4) What does John say his barons can do to him if he does not live up to this charter?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 61-63.]

John, by the grace of God, king of England, lord of Ireland, duke of Normandy and Aquitaine,
count of Anjou, to the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justiciars, foresters, sheriffs,
reeves, servants and all bailiffs and his faithful people greeting.
1. In the first place we have granted God, and by this our present charter confirmed, for us and
our heirs forever, that the English church shall be free, and shall hold its rights entire and its
liberties uninjured; and we will that it thus be observed; which is considered to be most
important and especially necessary to the English church, we, of our pure and spontaneous will,
85

granted, and by our charter confirmed, before the contest between us and our barons had arisen;
and obtained a confirmation of it by the lord Pope Innocent III; which we will observe and which
we will shall be observed in good faith by our heirs forever.
We have granted moreover to all free men of our kingdom for us and our heirs forever all the
liberties written below, to be had and holden by themselves and their heirs from us and our heirs.
2. If any of our earls or barons, or any others holding [land] of us [as tenants] in chief by knight
service shall die, and at his death his heir be full of age and owe relief, he shall have his
inheritance on payment of the ancient relief,1 namely the heir or heirs of an earl one hundred
pounds for a whole earl’s barony, the heir or heirs of a baron one hundred pounds for a whole
barony, the heir or heirs of a knight 100s.2 At most for a whole knight’s fee; and anyone who
owes less shall give less according to the ancient usage of fiefs.
4. The guardian of the land of such an heir who is under age [i.e., a ward] shall not take from the
land more than the reasonable revenues, customary dues and services, and that without
destruction and waste of men or goods.3
5. Moreover so long as the guardian has the wardship of the land, he shall maintain the houses,
parks, preserves, fishponds, mills and the other things pertaining to the land from its revenues;
and he shall restore to the heir when he comes of age all his land stocked with ploughs and
wainage4 such as the agricultural season demands and the revenues of the estate can reasonably
bear.
7. After her husband’s death, a widow shall have her marriage portion and her inheritance at
once and without any hindrance; nor shall she pay anything for her dowry, her marriage portion,
or her inheritance which she and her husband held on the day of her husband’s death . . . .
8. No widow shall be compelled to marry so long as she wishes to live without a husband,
provided that she gives security that she will not marry without our consent if she holds of us, or
without the consent of the lord of whom she holds, if she holds of another.
9. Neither we nor our bailiffs will seize any land or rent, for any reason so long as the chattels5 of
the debtor are sufficient for the payment of the debt. . . .
1

A relief was an inheritance tax.
100 shillings.
3
When the heir of a fief was a minor, the king had the right to make the heir a ward. The king then ran his (or her)
estates until the heir was eighteen. Often the king handed out wardships to his friends or officials as a reward.
Sometimes the king or his appointed guardians were unscrupulously avaricious and looted the lands of their wards.
They could leave a ward destitute.
4
Wainage refers to the teams of horses and the wagons that belonged to a farmer.
5
Chattels were personal possessions which were deemed as moveable, like furniture or tools.
2
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12. No scutage6 or aid7 is to be levied in our realm except by the common counsel of our realm,
unless it is for the ransom of our person, the knighting of our eldest son or the first marriage of
our eldest daughter, and for these only a reasonable aid is to be levied. . . .
13. And the city of London is to have all its ancient liberties and free customs8 both by land and
water. Furthermore, we will and grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns and ports shall have
all their liberties and free customs.
14. And to obtain the common counsel of the realm for the assessment of an aid (except in the
three cases aforesaid [in Article 12]) or a scutage, we will have archbishops, bishops, abbots,
earls and greater barons summoned individually by our letters; . . . . with at least forty days’
notice, and at a fixed place; and in all letters of summons we will state the reason for the
summons. . . .
21. Earls and barons shall only be fined by their peers, and only in proportion to their offense.
28. No constable or other bailiff of ours shall take anyone’s grain or other chattels, without
immediately paying for them in money, unless he is able to obtain a postponement at the goodwill of the seller.
39. No free man shall be taken or imprisoned or dispossessed, or outlawed, or banished, or in any
way destroyed, nor will we go upon him, nor send upon him, except by the legal judgment of his
peers or by the law of the land.
40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we deny, or delay right of justice.
61. . . . For the improvement of our kingdom, and for the better quieting of the hostility sprung
up lately between us and our barons, we have made all these concessions; . . . we make and
concede to them the security described below; that is to say, that they shall elect twenty-five
barons of the kingdom, whom they will, who ought with all their power to observe, hold, and
cause to be observed, the peace and liberties which we have conceded to them and by this our
present charter confirmed to them; in this manner, that if we or our justiciar, or our bailiffs, or
any of our servants shall have done wrong in any way toward any one, or shall have transgressed

Scutage literally meant “shield money.” It was a money payment a vassal could make in lieu of personally serving
in the king’s army. The king often preferred scutage payments because he could use the money to hire a mercenary,
a professional soldier. King John was infamous for charging high rates of scutage.
7
A feudal aid was a “gift” a king could demand of his vassals for special events in the life of his family, like those
mentioned in this particular article.
8
Liberties and free customs were special privileges which the city had wrangled out of the king over the years.
6
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any of the articles of peace or security; and the wrong shall have been shown to four barons of
the aforesaid twenty-five barons, let those four barons come to us or to our justiciar, if we are out
of the kingdom, laying before us the transgression, and let them ask that we cause that
transgression to be corrected without delay. And if we shall not have corrected the transgression
or . . . if our justiciar shall not have corrected it within a period of forty days . . . the aforesaid
four barons shall refer the matter to the remainder of the twenty-five barons, and let these
twenty-five barons with the whole community of the country distress and injure us in every way
they can; that is to say by the seizure of our castles, lands, possessions, and in such other ways as
they can until it shall have been corrected according to their judgment, saving our person and
that of our queen, and those of our children; and when the correction has been made, let them
devote themselves to us as they did before . . . and let the aforesaid twenty-five swear that they
will observe faithfully all the things which are said above, and with all their ability cause them to
be observed. . . .
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31. Matthew Paris, The Parliament of 1248
Henry III (1207-1272), the son of King John, succeeded to the throne in 1216 in the midst of a
civil war. Since he was only nine years old at the death of his father, a regency council under the
control of powerful noblemen, ran the country until he reached the age of majority. Henry faced
long years re-establishing royal control over his kingdom. To this end he re-issued the Magna
Carta in 1225 stating that he did so of his own free will. This won him great popularity and gave
the document more authority than it had ever had before. But Henry’s spendthrift nature and his
successive military defeats in France trying to retake lands of the old Angevin empire alienated
him from some of his nobility. The king was forced to call meetings of the great men of his realm,
noblemen and ecclesiastical lords, to ask for more and more grants of money to pay for his
lifestyle and for the successive armies he sent to France. By the 1240s these meetings became
known as “parliaments”, from the French verb “to speak.” And the noblemen of England began
to resist the requests for money which prompted these parliaments.
Matthew Paris (c.1200-1259) was a monk of the Abbey of St. Albans who wrote a history
of England between the years 1235 and his death. He infused his history with his own
interpretation of the men and events of his time. Please read the following selection and answer
these questions:
1) What are the main complaints that the great men of the kingdom have for Henry III?
2) What does Matthew Paris think of King Henry and the way he rules?
3) In what ways does Henry seem to be following in the footsteps of his father?

[From J.A. Giles, trans., Matthew Paris, English History, v.2, (London 1853), pp. 254-256]

About the beginning of the year [1248]. . . the nobles of all England were convoked at London,
to confer with the king on the affairs of the kingdom, which was now greatly disturbed,
impoverished, and injured. In accordance with this summons, therefore, there came thither nine
bishops and nine earls, besides a great number of barons, knights, and other nobles, and also of
abbots, priors, and clerks. . . .
The king then explained to them his purpose, which indeed was not a secret to the community in
general, and asked pecuniary aid1 from them; whereupon he was severely rebuked and
reproached, in that he was not ashamed to demand such assistance at that time, especially
because on that last exaction2 of a similar kind, to which the nobles of England were with
difficulty induced to give their consent, he gave his charter that he would not again make such an
exaction. He was also most severely blamed (and no wonder) for the indiscreet way in which he
1
2

financial aid
During a previous meeting with his nobles.
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summoned foreigners into the kingdom, and for lavishly and indiscreetly scattering the property
of the kingdom amongst them, and also for marrying the nobles of the kingdom to ignoble
foreigners; thus despising and putting aside his native and natural subjects, and without asking
the consent of both parties, which is necessary to the completion of a marriage.
He was also blamed , and not without reason, because he seized by force on whatever he used in
the way of meat and drink—especially wine, and even clothes—against the will of those who
sold those things, and were the true owners; wherefore the native dealers withdrew and hid
themselves, as also did foreigners, who would otherwise bring their goods for sale to that
country; thus a stop was put to trade, by which different nations are mutually enriched and
strengthened, and thus we are defamed and impoverished, because they obtain nothing but
lawsuits and anger from the king; and by this, he the said king incurs awful maledictions from
numberless people, to the peril and disgrace of himself and the whole kingdom…
In all these proceedings he tyrannizes and oppresses to such a degree that even on the sea-coast
he does not allow the herrings and other fish to be disposed of at the will of the poor fishermen,
nor do they dare to appear in the places adjoining the sea-coast, or in the cities, in fear of being
robbed. . .
The king was, moreover, reprehended in that he, contrary to the first and chief oath which he
made at his coronation, impoverished even to their ruin the bishoprics and abbacies, as well as
the vacant wardships founded by the noble and holy fathers, which he for a long time detains in
his own hands,3 of which he ought to be the protector and defender. . . .
Another complaint also was made against him by each and every one, and which was no slight
one; and this was, that, unlike his noble predecessors, he never appointed either a justiciar,4 a
chancellor, or a treasurer, in consonance with the advice of the kingdom in general, as he ought
and was expedient, but only such persons as obeyed his pleasure in everything, provided that it
was advantageous to himself and who did not seek the advancement of the common weal, but
only their own special benefit, by collecting money and obtaining wardships and revenues for
themselves.

3

It was an old trick of English kings to wait sometimes for years after the death of a bishop or abbot to name a
successor. During those intervening years the king himself collected the revenues of that church, diocese or
monastery.
4
Henry III held lands in southern France and was sometimes absent from the kingdom. A justiciar was an official
who ruled the kingdom while the king was out of the country.
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32. The Provisions of Oxford (1258)
Henry III (1207-1272) did not learn from the example of his father’s unpopularity. Like King
John he wanted to reclaim lost lands in France, and he was willing to tax his nobility and
common folk far beyond what was traditional in order to finance his armies. Perhaps his
subjects would have forgiven him if he had been successful in his military adventures, but Henry
suffered defeat after defeat. A humiliated king has a hard time commanding respect, and a poor
one has it even harder. By 1258 many nobles in England had had enough and they instituted a
coup d’etat, removing the king from power, but not the throne. They forced Henry to accept a
radically different form of government, one in which the nobility had much more participation.
The Provisions of Oxford laid out this new form of government. It went into effect but did
not last long, just over a year. But even after the document was no longer being followed, Henry
could not re-establish his absolute control over the realm of England. Another civil war with a
part of the nobility broke out. The mistrust between monarch and nobility only ended with
Henry’s death and the accession of his son Edward. A new principle had come to be accepted by
the great men in the kingdom – one that did not allow for absolutist rule.
Please read the following selection and answer these questions:
1) How is the legal system being affected by these provisions?
2) What restrictions are placed on the king in regards to the legal system?
3) Twenty-four men are mentioned in this document as having been chosen. What are they
responsible for doing?
4) According to this document, what is the purpose of a parliament?
5) Who decides who attends a parliament?
6) What important principle is being discussed in this document?
[From George B. Adams & Henry Morse Stephen, eds., Select Documents of English
Constitutional History (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1914), pp.56-62.]

The provision made at Oxford
It is provided that from each county there shall be chosen four discreet and lawful knights, who
on each day when the county court is held, shall meet to hear all complaints made by the sheriffs
or bailiffs or any one else against all persons whatsoever, concerning all trespasses whatsoever,
and to make the attachments1 which belong to the said complaints before the next coming of the

1

Attachments are additional documents pertaining to a criminal or civil case. They may include witness statements,
bills of sale, or other common law decisions, just to name a few examples.
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chief justice into those parts. Also they shall cause enrollment2 to be made of all the aforesaid
complaints, with their attachments in proper order and sequence, that is, each hundred3
separately and by itself. So that the aforesaid justice at his next coming shall be able to hear and
bring to an end the aforesaid complaints, one by one from each hundred. And they shall make
known to the sheriff that all the hundredmen and their bailiffs shall be made to appear before the
said justice, at his next coming, at a time and place which he shall have announced to them; so
that each hundredman shall cause all plaintiffs and defendants from his bailiwick4 to appear in
succession according as the said justice shall have called to trial from the said hundred; and also
so many and such knights as well as free and lawful men from his bailiwick by whom the truth
of the matter can best be established. . . .
Likewise it is provided that no knight of the aforesaid counties, shall be excused by writ of the
lord king that he be not placed upon juries and assizes, nor be quit5 with respect to this provision
thus made for the common advantage of the whole realm. . . .
Those elected from the Party of the Lord King
[List of twelve names]
Those elected from the Party of the Earls and Barons
[List of twelve names, including Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester.]
This the Commonalty of England swore at Oxford
We, so and so, make known to all men, that we have sworn upon the holy Gospels, and are held
together by such oath, and promise in good faith, that each one of us and we all together will
mutually aid each other, both ourselves and those belonging to us, against all people, doing right
and taking nothing that we cannot without doing mischief, saving faith to the king and the crown.
And we promise under the same oath, none of us will henceforth take land or movables by which
this oath can be disturbed or in any ways impaired. And if any one acts against this, we will hold
him as a mortal enemy. . . .
Of the Parliaments, how Many shall be held by Year, and in what Manner

2

The details of court cases were written down on parchment sheets which were then stitched together to form a
much longer connected document. For storage these long stitched parchments were rolled up and secured by a
ribbon. When the details of a case were written down, they were referred to as being “enrolled.”
3
The shires in England were broken down into smaller units called hundreds. The men summoned to give evidence
in the cases related to a particular hundred were called hundredmen.
4
A bailiwick was the region for which a sheriff had responsibility for law and order.
5
excused
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It is to be remembered that the twenty-four have ordained that there be three parliaments a year.
The first at the octave of Saint Michael [October 6]. The second the morrow of Candelmas
[February 3]. The third the first day of June, to wit three weeks before Saint John. To these three
parliaments the elected councilors of the king shall come, even if they are not sent for, to see the
state of the realm, and to treat of the common wants of the kingdom, and of the king in like
manner. And other times in like manner when occasion shall be, by the king’s command.
So it is to be remembered that the commonalty elect twelve honest men, who shall come at the
parliaments and other times when occasion shall be, when the king or his council shall send for
them to treat of the wants of the king and of the kingdom. And that the commonalty shall hold as
established that which these twelve shall do. And that shall be done to spare the cost of the
commonalty.

There shall be fifteen named by these four, to wit, by the earl Marshall, the earl of Warwick,
Hugh Bigot, and John Mansel, who are elected by the twenty-four to name the aforesaid fifteen,
who shall be the King’s council. And they shall be confirmed by the aforesaid twenty-four, or by
the major part of them. And they shall have power to counsel the king in good faith concerning
the government of the realm and all things which appertain to the king or the kingdom; and to
amend and redress all things which they shall see require to be redressed and amended. And over
the chief justice and over all other people. . . .
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33. Summons of Representatives of Shires and Towns to Parliament (1295)
King Henry III (r.1216-1272) tried to rule England without the advice of his earls and barons,
and as a result his nobles led a rebellion against him which removed Henry from power for a
time. During that period the nobles met together occasionally to talk about matters which were
necessary for the good of the kingdom. These meetings became known as parliament, (from the
French, parlez , which means “you speak”), and even after Henry regained control of his
government he continued the precedent of calling such meetings. In fact he expanded the
meetings of parliament to include the representatives of wealthy commoners from the counties,
cities and boroughs.
Henry’s son Edward I (r.1272-1307) regularized and formalized the calling of
parliament, which came to meet in two houses: the House of Lords representing the nobles and
great clergymen, and the House of Commons, which represented the wealthy landowners and
townspeople. Edward discovered that such consultations with the key men of his realm made it
easier for him to get approval for collecting taxes and getting important laws passed. Laws
which were passed by both houses of parliament and signed by the king became the highest law
of the land – statute law. The members of parliament (MPs) were sometimes able to force the
king to make concessions in order to get the taxes he needed, which gave them a genuine role in
the governing of the kingdom.
The following selection is from an official summons to parliament.
1) Why does the king say he is calling a meeting of parliament?
2) Who is responsible for holding elections for the representatives to the House of Commons?
3) Who gets representation in parliament in 1295?
[From E. P. Cheyney, trans., University of Pennsylvania, Dept. of History: Translations and
Reprints from the Original Sources of European history, published for the Dept. of History of the
University of Pennsylvania, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, [1897]), Vol. 1, No.
6, pp. 33-35. Found at the Internet Medieval Source Book.]

The king [Edward I] to the sheriff of Northamptonshire. Since we intend to have a consultation
and meeting with the earls, barons and other principal men of our kingdom with regard to
providing remedies against the dangers which are in these days threatening the same kingdom;
and on that account have commanded them to be with us on the Lord's day next after the feast of
St. Martin in the approaching winter, at Westminster, to consider, ordain, and do as may be
necessary for the avoidance of these dangers; we strictly require you to cause two knights from
the aforesaid county, two citizens from each city in the same county, and two burgesses from
each borough, of those who are especially discreet and capable of laboring, to be elected without
delay, and to cause them to come to us at the aforesaid said time and place.
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Moreover, the said knights are to have full and sufficient power1 for themselves and for the
community of the aforesaid county, and the said citizens and burgesses for themselves and the
communities of the aforesaid cities and boroughs separately, then and there for doing what shall
then be ordained according to the common counsel in the premises; so that the aforesaid business
shall not remain unfinished in any way for defect of this power. And you shall have there the
names of the knights, citizens and burgesses and this writ.
Witness the king at Canterbury on the third day of October

1

By sufficient power it is meant that the representatives had the authority to make laws which bound the
people of the county.
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34. An Account of the Great Famine (1315)
Throughout the High Middle Ages (1000-1300) Europe experienced rapid population growth
because the climate became warmer and drier which extended the growing season by about
three to four weeks. In addition the widespread adoption of the three-field system, the heavy
wheeled plow, the horse collar, and the planting of beans and peas all combined to improve
harvests. Better nutrition led to a decline in the infant mortality rate and a rise in lifespan.
Europeans cut down forests, drained marshy land, planted in rocky or sandy soil and terraced
hills in order to make more arable farmland to feed the burgeoning population. By the late
thirteenth century, however, the limit of agricultural expansion had been reached. There was no
more land to farm. Common pastures were ploughed up with a devastating impact on livestock –
the main source of fertilizer in the medieval world. Fallow land was not allowed to regenerate its
nutrients, and as a result seed yields began to drop. At this moment of crisis another climate
change struck Europe, and the weather became colder and wetter. This proved disastrous to
agriculture, and the result was famine, as we can see in the following selection.
Please read the account below from an anonymous life of King Edward II, most likely
written by a monk from Malmesbury Abbey, which describes an extended famine in England
between the years 1315 and 1318. Try to answer these questions:
1) What is the cause of the famine? Is it natural or supernatural?
2) Does the writer have a theory for why the famine struck?
3) What effect does the famine have on England?
4) What indications do you see that this famine was a bad one?
5) How do the leaders of society try to cope with the famine?
[From Emilie Amt, ed., Medieval England, 1000-1500: A Reader (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2008), pp. 306-307.]

Then at the Purification of the Blessed Mary [February 2, 1315] the earls and all the barons met
at London, … and [the meeting] dragged on almost to the end of Lent [in the middle of March.]
In this parliament because merchants going about the country selling victuals1 charged
excessively, the earls and barons, looking to the welfare of the state, appointed a remedy for this
malady; they ordained a fixed price for oxen, pigs and sheep, for fowls, chickens, and pigeons,
and for other common foods…. These matters were published throughout the land, and publicly
proclaimed in shire courts and boroughs.
By certain portents the hand of God appears to be raised against us. For in the past year there was
such plentiful rain that men could scarcely harvest the corn or bring it safely to the barn. In the
1

food
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present year worse has happened. For the floods of rain have rotted almost all the seed, so that
the prophecy of Isaiah might now seem to be fulfilled; for he says that “ten acres of vineyard
shall yield one little measure and thirty bushels of seed shall yield three bushels”: And in many
places the hay lay so long under water that it could neither be mown nor gathered. Sheep
generally died and other animals were killed in a sudden plague. It is greatly to be feared that if
the Lord finds us incorrigible after these visitations, he will destroy at once both men and beasts;
and I firmly believe that unless the English church had interceded for us, we should have
perished long ago….
After the feast of Easter [in 1316] the dearth2 of corn was much increased. Such a scarcity has
not been seen in our time in England, nor heard of for a hundred years. For the measure3 of
wheat sold in London and the neighboring places for forty pence, and in other less thickly
populated parts of the country thirty pence was a common price.4 Indeed during this time of
scarcity a great famine appeared, and after the famine came a severe pestilence, of which many
thousands died in many places. I have even heard it said by some, that in Northumbria dogs and
horses and other unclean things were eaten. For there, on account of the frequent raids of the
Scots, work is more irksome, as the accursed Scots despoil the people daily of their food.
Alas, poor England. You who once helped other lands from your abundance, now poor and
needy are forced to beg. Fruitful land is turned into salt-marsh; the inclemency of the weather
destroys the fatness of the land; corn is sown and tares5 are brought forth. All this comes from
the wickedness of the inhabitants. Spare, O Lord, spare thy people! For we are a scorn and a
derision to them who are around us.
Yet those who are wise in astrology say that these storms in the heavens have happened
naturally; for Saturn, cold and heedless, brings rough weather that is useless to the seed; in the
ascendant now for three years, he has completed his course, and mild Jupiter duly succeeds him.
Under Jupiter these floods of rain will cease, the valleys will grow rich in corn, and the fields
will be filled with abundance. For the Lord shall give that which is good and our land shall yield
her increase….
[In 1318] the dearth that had so long plagued us ceased, and England became fruitful with a
manifold abundance of good things. A measure of wheat which the year before was sold for forty
pence, was now freely offered to the buyer for sixpence….

2

scarcity
Grain was sold by both volume and weight. In terms of volume grains were sold by the bushel – a measure
determined by law. But a bushel of wheat seed weighed 60 pounds while a bushel of oats weighed 33 pounds. So a
buyer would have a bushel of wheat measured out and then weighed to make sure he was getting the proper amount.
4
See the last paragraph for a comparison of prices.
5
Corn was a generic term for any grain. Tares were weeds.
3
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35. Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron
The famines of the early fourteenth century drove merchants to import grain from the cities of
the eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea regions. Some of these cities, such as the port of
Trebizond, were connected by trade routes, like the Silk Road, to kingdoms even farther to the
east, like Mongolia and China. Disease travelled along these routes as well as goods. Traders
brought a devastating contagion which had effected the Mongol Empire in the early 1340s into
the Eastern Mediterranean. The bacteria yersinia pestis arrived in the stomachs of fleas which
infested black rats. Merchants carried these rats in their grain shipments into the heart of
Europe beginning in December of 1347. This outbreak of bubonic and pneumonic plague viruses
between the years 1347 to 1350 became known as the Black Death. By its end it killed between
one-third and one-half of the population.
The introduction to the Decameron of Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) is the most
famous literary treatment of the Black Death. Boccaccio’s description of the disease, especially
the way it ravaged the human body, is extremely accurate because he caught the bubonic plague
and was one of the rare survivors. But Boccaccio also shows the impact of the mass death on his
city of Florence. Everyday life changed dramatically as people tried to understand what was
happening to them and how it could be stopped.
After reading this account, answer the following questions:
1) What theories were put forward as to why the plague appeared in Europe?
2) How did the disease affect the human body? How did it spread?
3) How did the plague change everyday life in Florence?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed., The Black Death (Manchester UP, 1994), 26-28.]

I say, then, that the sum of thirteen hundred and forty-eight years had elapsed since the fruitful
Incarnation of the Son of God, when the noble city of Florence, which for its great beauty excels
all others in Italy, was visited by the deadly pestilence. Some say that it descended upon the
human race through the influence of the heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment
signifying God’s righteous anger at our iniquitous way of life. But whatever its cause, it had
originated some years earlier in the East,1 where it had claimed countless lives before it
unhappily spread westward, growing in strength as it swept relentlessly on from one place to the
next.
For in the early spring of the year we have mentioned, the plague began, in a terrifying and
extraordinary manner, to make its disastrous effects apparent. It did not take the form it had
assumed in the East, where if anyone bled from the nose it was an obvious portent of certain
1

Bubonic plague first appeared in the Eastern Mediterranean where it ravaged the Muslim a few years
before its appearance in Europe.
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death. On the contrary, its earliest symptom, in men and women alike, was the appearance of
certain swellings in the groin or the armpit, some of which were egg-shaped whilst others were
roughly the size of the common apple. Sometimes the swellings were large, sometimes not so
large, and they were referred to by the populous as gavoccioli.2 From the two areas already
mentioned, this deadly gavocciolo would begin to spread, and within a short time it would
appear at random all over the body. Later on, the symptoms of the disease changed, and many
people began to find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs, and other parts of the body,
sometimes large and few in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced. These, to anyone
unfortunate enough to contract them, were just as infallible a sign that he would die as the
gavocciolo had been earlier, and as indeed it still was.
Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of medicine
were profitless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the illness was such that it allowed no
remedy; or perhaps those people who were treating the illness (whose numbers had increased
enormously because the ranks of the qualified were invaded by people, both men and women,
who had never received any training in medicine), being ignorant of its causes, were not
prescribing the appropriate cure. At all events, few of those who caught it ever recovered, and in
most cases death occurred within three days from the appearance of the symptoms we have
described, some people dying more rapidly than others, the majority without any fever or other
complications.
But what made this pestilence even more severe was that whenever those suffering from it mixed
with people who were still unaffected, it would rush upon these with the speed of a fire racing
through dry or oily substances that happened to be placed within its reach. Nor was this the full
extent of its evil, for not only did it infect healthy persons who conversed or had any dealings
with the sick, making them ill or visiting an equally horrible death upon them, but it also seemed
to transfer the sickness to anyone touching the clothes or other objects which had been handled
or used by its victims. . . .
These things . . . caused various fears and fantasies to take root in the minds of those who were
still alive and well. And almost without exception, they took a single and very inhuman
precaution, namely to avoid or run away from the sick and their belongings, by which means
they all thought that their own health would be preserved….
In the face of so much affliction and misery, all respect for the laws of God and man had
virtually broken down and been extinguished in our city. For like everybody else, those ministers
and executors of the laws who were not either dead or ill were left with so few subordinates that
they were unable to discharge any of their duties. Hence everyone was free to behave as he
pleased. . . .
2

A gavocciolo was also known as a bubo; thus the name bubonic plague. The plural form is gavoccioli.
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It was not merely a question of one citizen avoiding another, and of people almost invariably
neglecting their neighbors and rarely or never visiting their relatives, addressing them only from
a distance; this scourge had implanted so great a terror in the hearts of men and women that
brothers abandoned brothers, uncles their nephews, sisters their brothers, and in many cases
wives deserted their husbands. But even worse, and almost incredible, was the fact that fathers
and mothers refuse to nurse and assist their own children, as though they did not belong to them.
...
Such was the multitude of corpses (of which further consignments were arriving every day and
almost by the hour at each of the churches), that there was not sufficient consecrated ground3 for
them to be buried in, especially if each was to have its own plot in accordance with longestablished custom. So when all the graves were full, huge trenches were excavated in the
churchyards, into which new arrivals were placed in their hundreds, stowed tier upon tier like
ships’ cargo, each layer of corpses being covered over with a thin layer of soil till the trench was
filled to the top.

3

Christians normally could only be buried in places which had been consecrated by the clergy, such as church yards
and cemeteries.
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36. The Plague according to Geoffrey le Baker (1349)
Geoffrey the Baker (d. c.1360) was a lay clerk and chronicler from Swinbrook in Oxfordshire.
He wrote a Chronicle of the Times of Edward II and Edward III which covers from 1314 to
1356. It contains this account of the coming of the Black Death into England in 1349.
Please read this selection and try to answer the following questions:
1) In what ways does Geoffrey’s account agree with Boccaccio’s description of the plague?
2) In what ways is this account different?
2) What new information does Geoffrey give about the plague’s impact on society?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed. The Black Death (Manchester University Press, 1994). pp. 80-82.]

In 1349 in the 23rd year of the king’s reign, an unexpected and universal pestilence from the
eastern lands of the Indians and Turks infected the center of the world and slaughtered the
Saracens, Turks, Syrians, Palestinians and finally the Greeks with such butchery that they, driven
by terror, resolved to receive the Christian faith and sacraments, having heard that the Christians
beyond the Greek Sea were not dying more suddenly or in greater numbers than usual. At last
fierce destruction came to the countries beyond the Alps, and from there, in stages, to western
France and Germany, and, in the seventh year since its beginning, to England.
First it virtually stripped a Dorset seaport and then its hinterland of their inhabitants, and then it
ravaged Devon and Somerset up to Bristol. As a result the people of Gloucester denied
admission to people of Bristol, believing that the breath of those who had lived among the dying
would be infectious. But in the end Gloucester, and then Oxford and London too, and finally the
whole of England were so violently attacked that scarcely a tenth of either sex survived. When
the churchyards proved inadequate, fields were designated for the burial of the dead. . . Cases in
the courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas inevitably came to a stop….
Numberless commoners and a multitude of religious and other clerics, who are known only to
God, departed this life. This disaster chiefly overwhelmed the young and strong; the elderly and
weak it generally spared. Hardly anyone dared to have anything to do with the sick. They fled
from the things left by the dead, which had once been precious but were now poisonous to
health. People who had one day been filled with happiness, on the next day were found dead.
Some were tormented by boils which broke out suddenly in various parts of the body, and were
so hard and dry that when they were lanced hardly any liquid flowed out. Many of these people
escaped, by lancing the boils or by long suffering. Other victims had little black pustules
scattered over the skin of the whole body. Of these people very few, indeed hardly any,
recovered life and health. The pestilence . . . raged for more than a year in England, and
completely emptied many rural settlements of human beings.
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With such a disaster laying England waste, the Scots gleefully swore that they would beat the
English. They used to swear this jokingly (and blasphemously) ‘by the foul death of the English’.
But their joy was replaced by grief. The sword of the wrath of God, withdrawn from the English,
punished the Scots with madness and leprosy no less than it had punished the English with boils
and pustules. In the following year it laid waste the Welsh as well as the English; and then it took
ship to Ireland, where the English residents were cut down in great numbers, but the native Irish,
living in the mountains and uplands were scarcely touched until 1357 when it took them
unawares and annihilated them everywhere.
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37. The Plague Seen from Rochester (1348)
The priory of the cathedral of Rochester was a small monastery about thirty miles southeast of
London. Because of its size it was overseen by a prior rather than an abbot. The monks kept a
chronicle which includes entries concerning the effects of the Black Death. It is important to
understand that monasteries were part of the old feudal system, and their abbots or priors were
lords who controlled large areas of farmland. This may account for the attitude which the
chroniclers hold of the impact the plague had on the various classes in England.
Read the following selection and try to answer these questions:
1) What impact did the plague have the lives of the rich? What about the poor?
2) How does the chronicler feel about the changes he is witnessing?
3) What do you learn about the way the Church filled vacant positions?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed., The Black Death (Manchester University Press, 1994), pp.70-73.]

[1348] A great mortality of men began in India and, raging through the whole of infidel Syria
and Egypt, and also through Greece, Italy, Provence and France, arrived in England, where the
same mortality destroyed more than a third of the men, women and children. As a result there
was such a shortage of servants, craftsmen, and workmen and of agricultural workers and
laborers, that a great many lords and people, although well-endowed with goods and possessions,
were yet without all service and attendance. Alas, this mortality devoured such a multitude of
both sexes that no one could be found to carry the bodies of the dead to burial, but men and
women carried the bodies of their own little ones to church on their shoulders and threw them
into mass graves, from which arose such a stink that it was barely possible for anyone to go past
a churchyard.
As remarked above, such a shortage of workers ensued that the humble turned up their noses at
employment, and could be scarcely persuaded to serve the eminent unless for triple wages.
Instead, because of the doles1 handed out at funerals, those who once had to work now began to
have time for idleness, thieving and other outrages, and thus the poor and servile have been
enriched and the rich impoverished. As a result, churchmen, knights and other worthies have
been forced to thresh their corn, plough the land and perform every other unskilled task if they
are to make their own bread.
From his modest household the Bishop of Rochester [Hamo Hethe] lost 4 priests, 5 squires, 10
household servants, 7 young clerks and 6 pages, leaving no one in any office who should have
served him. At Malling he appointed two abbesses, who promptly died. No one remained alive
there except 4 professed nuns and 4 novices, and the bishop committed custody of the
1

Doles were gifts of free food given to attract large numbers to a funeral.
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temporalities2 to one of them and the spiritualities to another, since no adequate person could be
found to fill the post of abbess. . . .
After the death of the Archbishop of Canterbury [John Stratford], the pope, acting on the request
of the king, gave the archbishopric to the Chancellor of England, Master John Offord – an infirm
and paralyzed man. Offord borrowed a great sum of money from all sides to give to the pope3 –
but he might as well not have bothered for he died soon afterwards and thereby lost the lot. He
died on Ascension Day [May 2] and was buried without ceremony in the church of Canterbury;
selected to the see4 but not yet consecrated. Thus he was the ruin of a great many creditors, who
were reduced to poverty. For in these days juicy benefices5 come expensive, and as a result their
buyers can scarcely cover their cost, but languish in poverty during their whole time in office.
Thus in our day we see many holders of benefices existing in permanently straitened
circumstances. . . But in spite of such great poverty, buyers can always be found, to the
confusion and destruction of the church. . . .
The shortage of laborers and of workers of every kind of craft and occupation was then so acute
that more than a third of the land throughout the whole kingdom remained uncultivated. Laborers
and skilled workers became so rebellious that neither the king nor the law and the judges who
enforced it were able to correct them, and more or less the whole population turned to evil
courses, became addicted to all forms of vice and stooped to more than usually base behavior,
thinking not at all of death or the recently-experienced plague, nor of how they were hazarding
their own salvation by uniting in rebellion; and priests, making light of the sacrifice of a contrite
spirit, took themselves to where they might receive a stipend6 greater than the value of their
benefices. As a result many benefices remained unserved by parish priests, whom neither
prelates nor ordinaries7 were powerful enough to bridle. Thus spiritual dangers sprouted daily
among the clergy and laity. . .
[1349] For the whole of that winter and summer, the aged and inform Bishop of Rochester
stayed at Trotiscliffe, made ill and miserable by the sudden change in the world. For in all the
manors of the diocese, buildings and walls were crumbling, and the manors barely yielded £100
that year. Moreover in the monastery of Rochester there was such a shortage of food that the
monks were obliged to grind their own bread. The prior, however, had plenty of good things.

2

The temporal world is the material or non-spiritual world. Being in charge of the temporalities meant caring for the
everyday running of the nunnery.
3
It was common in the Middle Ages for religious offices to be sold to the highest bidder, even though it was
technically the sin of simony. The holders might have to borrow great sums of money to buy the office and spend
years trying to pay off the loans.
4
A see was the seat of power of a bishop, archbishop or pope.
5
A benefice was any office, either lay or ecclesiastical, which had some benefit, such as a salary, tied to it.
6
A stipend was an regular payment made to the holder of a particular office.
7
Ordinaries refers to the “ordinary bishops” who administered an ecclesiastical district called a diocese.
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At that time there was such a shortage of fish, that men were obliged to eat flesh8 on
Wednesdays and it was ordered in England that 4 herring should sell for a penny. In Lent,
indeed, there was such a lack of fish that many people who had been accustomed to live daintily
had to make due with just pastry, bread and potage.9 But the threshers, laborers and workmen
were so well-supplied with cash that they did not need to worry about paying the full price for
such foods. And thus by an inversion of the natural order, those who were accustomed to have
plenty and those accustomed to suffer want, fell into need on the one hand and into abundance on
the other.
[1350] In this year the harvest was late, the crops scanty, barns empty and haystacks small – all
the grain gathered did not suffice to meet the expenses of the manors. And this want and the
harshness of the days began to stiffen men’s malice. No workman or laborer was prepared to
take orders from anyone, whether equal, inferior or superior, but all those who served did so with
ill will and a malicious spirit. It is therefore much to be feared that Gog and Magog10 have
returned from Hell to encourage such things and to cherish those who have been corrupted.

8

Animal flesh. Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays were fast days, and most Christians abstained from eating
animal flesh on those days. Fish were a common substitute since they were not considered by the people of the time
to be animal flesh.
9
Potage was a thick stew frequently made with vegetables, beans and bread.
10
Gog and Magog were devils who served Satan and whose coming to earth was a portent of the end of the world.
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38. Henry Knighton – The Black Death in England (1349)
Henry Knighton (d.1396) was a monk in an abbey in Leicester, England. He wrote a history of
his times which included an account of the Black Death and the changes it brought to English
society. It is worth remembering that the plague killed about one-third to one-half of the
population of England between 1348 and 1350.
Please read the following selection and answer these questions:
1) How quickly did people die from the plague? Does this agree with earlier accounts we have
read?
2) What problems did the high death rate cause the English Church?
3) What impact did the plague have on workers and landowners in the countryside?
4) How did working men and serfs seem to benefit from the plague?
5) How did the king get involved in the dispute between workers and landowners?
[From Albert B. White & Wallace Notestein, eds., Source Problems in English History (New
York & London: Harper & brothers Publishers, 1915), pp. 135-140]

Then [in 1349] the grievous plague penetrated the seacoasts from Southampton, and came to
Bristol, and there almost the whole strength of the town died, struck as it were by sudden death.
For there were few who kept their beds more than three days, or two days, or half a day. And
after this the fell death broke forth on every side with the course of the sun. There died at
Leicester in the small parish of St. Leonard more than 380; in the parish of Holy Cross more than
400; in the parish of St. Margaret of Leicester more than 700; and so in each parish a great
number. Then the bishop of Lincoln sent through the whole bishopric, and gave general power to
the priests each and all, both regular and secular,1 to hear confessions, and absolve with full and
entire episcopal authority except in matters of debt, in which case the dying man, if he could,
should pay the debt while he lived, or others should certainly fulfil that duty from his property
after his death. Likewise, the pope granted full remission2 of all sins to whoever was absolved in
peril of death and granted that this power should last till next Easter, and every one could choose
a confessor at his will.
In the same year there was a great plague of sheep everywhere in the realm, so that in one place
there died in one pasturage more than 5000 sheep, and so rotted that neither beast nor bird would
touch them. And there were small prices for everything on account of fear of death, for there
were few who cared about riches or anything else. For a man could have a horse, which before

The regular clergy were the monks because they followed a regula (Latin for “rule”). Some monks underwent
additional training and were ordained as priests which gave them the ability to say mass and hear confessions. The
secular clergy were those who worked with the lay people, such as priests, bishops, cardinals and the pope.
2
forgiveness
1
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was worth 40s., for 6s. 8d., a fat ox for 4s., a cow for 12d., . . . Sheep and cattle went wandering
over fields and through crops, and there was no one to go and drive or gather them, so that the
number cannot be reckoned which perished in the ditches in every district, for lack of herdsmen.
For there was such a lack of servants that no one knew what he ought to do. . . .
In the following autumn no one could get a reaper for less than 8d. with his food,3 a mower for
less than 12d. with his food. Wherefore many crops perished in the fields for want of someone to
gather them; but in the pestilence year, as is above said of other things, there was such an
abundance of all kinds of corn4 that no one much troubled about it. . . .
Master Thomas of Bradwardine was consecrated by the pope archbishop of Canterbury, and
when he returned to England he came to London, but within two days was dead. . . . At the same
time priests were in such poverty everywhere that many churches were widowed and lacking the
divine offices, masses, matins5, vespers6, sacraments, and other rites. A man could scarcely get a
chaplain7 under £10 or 10 marks8 to minister to a church. And when a man could get a chaplain
for five or four marks or even for two marks with his food when there was an abundance of
priests before the pestilence, there was scarcely any one now who was willing to accept a
vicarage for £20 or 20 marks; but within a short time a very great multitude of those whose
wives had died in the pestilence flocked into the orders,9 of whom many were illiterate and little
more than laymen, except so far as they knew how to read, although they could not understand.
. . . . Meanwhile the king sent proclamation into all the counties that reapers and other laborers
should not take more than they had been accustomed to take,10 under penalty appointed by
statute.11 But the laborers were so lifted up and obstinate that they would not listen to the king’s
command, but if any one wished to have them he had to give them what they wanted, and either
lose his fruit and crops, or satisfy the lofty and covetous wishes of the workmen.
And when it was known to the king that they had not observed his command, and had given
greater wages to the laborers, he levied heavy fines upon abbots, priors, knights, greater and
lesser, and other great folk and small folk of the realm, of some 100s., of some 40s., of some
20s., from each according to what he could give.

3

With food provided for the laborer each day he worked.
Corn was a generic term for any grain.
5
Prayers said from midnight to dawn.
6
Prayers said at sunset.
7
A chaplain was a priest who looked after the chapel in a private home.
8
A mark was 2/3 of a pound sterling. All of these prices are yearly salaries.
9
The orders refers to the holy orders – becoming a priest or a monk.
10
before the time of the Black Death
11
Knighton is referring to the Statute of Laborers which made it a crime for workers and artisans to charge more for
their labor than in the days before the Black Death. The statute was a response to the high wages for labor.
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. . . And afterward the king had many laborers arrested, and sent them to prison. Many withdrew
themselves and went into the forests and woods, and those who were taken were heavily fined.
Their ringleaders were made to swear that they would not take daily wages beyond the ancient
custom, and then were freed from prison. And in like manner was done with the other craftsmen
in the boroughs and villages. . . .
After the aforesaid pestilence, many buildings, great and small, fell into ruins in every city,
borough, and village for lack of inhabitants. Likewise many small villages and hamlets became
desolate, not a house being left in them, all having died who dwelt there. And it was probable
that many such villages would never be inhabited [again]. In the winter following there was such
a want of servants in work of all kinds, that one would scarcely believe that in times past there
had been such a lack. The cattle and flocks which a man had wandered about everywhere
without pasture, and everything which a man had was without care. And so all necessaries
became so much dearer that what in times past had been worth a penny was then worth 4d. or 5d.
Magnates and lesser lords of the realm who had tenants made abatements12 of the rent in order
that the tenants should not go away on account of the want of servants and the general dearness,
some half rent, some more, some less, some for two years, some for three, some for one year,
according as they could agree with them. Likewise, those who received of their tenants day work
throughout the year, as is the practice with villeins,13 had to give them more leisure, and remit
such works, and entirely free them or give them an easier tenure at a small rent, so that homes
should not be everywhere irrecoverably ruined, and the land everywhere remain entirely
uncultivated. And all victuals14 and necessities of every sort become very dear.

12

Rents were lowered.
Villeins were the most common kind of serf. They were technically unfree and tied to a piece of land, owing a lord
a certain number of days of labor service per week. These labor obligations were called day work.
14
Victuals was generic word for “food.”
13
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39. The Statute of Laborers (1351)
The massive scale of the depopulation after the Black Death led to serious shortages of food and
of agricultural labor. Peasants found that their food-raising skills were in high demand. Land
was useless as a means of creating wealth if it was not under cultivation. As a result, all
throughout Western Europe, peasants renegotiated their labor contracts with their local lords.
Serfs demanded and received their freedom and became free tenants. All peasants had their rents
lowered and daily labor rates raised, sometimes by two or three times what they had been before
the Black Death, so desperate were landowners for agricultural labor. If a landlord was not
willing to renegotiate, his peasants would simply flee in the night and ply their fortunes
elsewhere. During the decades after the plague first hit Europe, serfdom largely disappeared in
Western Europe.
But English elites fought back, and they used Parliament as a means of trying to turn the
hands of time back to the period before the Black Death. With the help of King Edward III the
two houses of Parliament passed the Statute of Laborers. It can be seen as a desperate attempt to
recreate an older time when landowners controlled the labor market and had access to labor
services of villeins and cotters.
1) In the following extract who is blamed for the high price of labor? How does this act
characterize workers?
2) What justification is given by Parliament for passing this law?
3) What punishments were to be handed out for violators?
4) What does this legislation tell us about the thinking of members of Parliament?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed., The Black Death (Manchester UP, 1994), 312-314.]

It was lately ordained by our lord the king, with the assent of the prelates, nobles and others of
his council against the malice of employees, who were idle and were not willing to take
employment after the pestilence unless for outrageous wages, that such employees, both men and
women, should be obliged to take employment for the salary and wages accustomed to be paid in
the place where they were working in the 20th year of the king’s reign [1346], or five or six years
earlier; and that if the same employees refused to accept employment in such a manner they
should be punished by imprisonment, as is more clearly contained in the said ordinance.
Whereupon commissions were issued to various people in each county to make inquiry and
punish all those offending against the ordinance. And now the king has been given to understand
by a petition of the Commons in the present parliament that the said employees “having no
regard to the said ordinance but rather to their own ease and exceptional greed” withdraw
themselves to work for great men and others, unless they are paid livery1 and wages double or
treble what they were accustomed to receive in the said 20th year and earlier, to the great damage
1

Livery was a yearly clothing expense paid for by the employer.
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of the great men and the impoverishing of all the Commons, for which the said Commons pray
for remedy. Wherefore, to restrain the malice of the said employees, the things below written
have been ordained and established in the said parliament by the assent of the said prelates, earls,
barons and other great men.
First, that each carter, ploughman, plough-driver, shepherd, swine-herd, dairy maid and other
employees shall take the liveries and wages accustomed in the said 20th year and four years
previously. . . And that they be hired to serve for a whole year, or for other usual terms, and not
by the day. And no one shall take more than 1d the day for weeding the fields or hay making;
and mowers 5d an acre or 5d a day; and reapers of corn 2d [per day] in the first week of August,
and 3d in the second week and so until the end of the month, and less in places where less used
to be given; without food or other bonus being asked, given or taken. And that such workers
bring the tools of their trade openly to market and there shall be hired in full view and not
secretly. . . .
And that the employees shall be sworn twice a year before the lords, stewards, bailiffs and
constables of every town that they shall uphold and observe these things. And that no one shall
leave the town where he lives in the winter to work elsewhere in the summer if there is work for
him in the same town, taking the wages abovesaid. . . And those who refuse to take such an oath,
or to perform what they have sworn or bound themselves to do, shall be put in the stocks for
three days or more by the said lords, stewards, bailiffs and constables of the towns, or sent to the
nearest gaol,2 there to remain until they submit themselves. And the stocks be made in each town
for this purpose between now and Pentecost. . . .
Item, that the said stewards, bailiffs and constables of the said towns be sworn before the same
justices that they will inquire diligently, by all the good ways they may, about all those who act
contrary to the ordinance, and that they will certify their names to the justices whenever they
come into the area to hold their sessions,3 so that the said justices, having received the names of
such rebels from the stewards, bailiffs and constables, may have them arrested to appear before
the justices and answer for their offences, so that they may make a fine or ransom to the king if
they are convicted, and over that let them be sent to prison, there to remain until they find surety
that they will take employment and wages, and carry out their work, and sell goods, in the
manner specified above. And if anyone is convicted of breaking his oath he shall be imprisoned
for 40 days, and if he is convicted a second time, he shall be imprisoned for a quarter of a year,
and thus each time he offends and is convicted the penalty is doubled. . . .

2

A gaol was another name for a jail.
Sessions refer to circuit court sessions. Judges traveled from community to community, usually twice a
year, to hear local court cases.
3
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40. Jean Froissart, The English Peasant Revolt (1381)
The Statute of Laborers was a futile attempt by King Edward III and the elites of England to turn
back the hands of time to a world which existed before the Black Death, one in which a servile
peasantry was tied to land and forced to fulfill labor obligations which greatly benefited the
large landowners. However, the taste of higher wages and freedom from serfdom which
agricultural workers experienced during the labor shortages after the plague swept through the
kingdom proved a heady brew. The lower classes, both in the countryside and in the growing
towns, lashed out against the attempts to bring back the old days. In 1381 the most serious
peasant revolt England had ever experienced occurred.
Jean Froissart (1337-1405) was a poet and historian from the Low Countries who came
to England and lived at the court of Edward III. He traveled extensively around England and
northern France which allowed him to write authoritatively about the conflict known as the
Hundred Years War. His Chronicles, which covers the years 1326 to 1400, was not the standard
type of history written by monks of the Middle Ages. Instead Froissart consciously chose to focus
on the chivalry of his day. As a result his history is told from the point of view of the noblemen
and knights who fought in the war. He seems very unsympathetic of the lives of common people.
He is one of the few primary sources we have for the English Peasant’s Revolt of 1381which
occurred in the reign of Richard II (1367-1400), then a boy of fourteen.
1) According to Froissart, why does the revolt begin? Who is at fault?
2) What is the biggest complaint of the rebels?
3) Who are the leaders of this rebellion? How do they motivate their followers?
4) How do the rebels behave as they march to London?
5) How does the rebellion end?
[From Jean Froissart, Chronicles, trans. John Bourchier, Lord Berners (New York: MacMillan,
1904), pp. 250-261. Found at
https://archive.org/stream/chroniclesoffroi00froiuoft/chroniclesoffroi00froiuoft_djvu.txt]

In the mean season while this treaty was, there fell in England great mischief and rebellion of
moving of the common people, by which deed England was at a point to have been lost without
recovery. There was never realm nor country in so great adventure as it was in that time, and all
because of the ease and riches that the common people were of, which moved them to this
rebellion, as sometime they did in France, the which did much hurt, for by such incidents the
realm of France had been greatly grieved.
There was an usage in England, and yet is in diverse countries, that the noblemen hath great
franchise1 over the commons and keep them in servitude, that is to say, their tenants ought
1

License or permission.
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by custom to labor the lords' lands, to gather and bring home their corn,2 and some to thresh and
to fan, and by service to make their hay and to hew their wood and bring it home. All these
things they ought to do by service, and there be more of these people in England than in any
other realm. Thus the noblemen and prelates3 are served by them. . . .
These unhappy people of these said countries began to stir, because they said they were kept in
great servitude, and in the beginning of the world, they said, there were no bondmen,4 wherefore
they maintained that none ought to be bond, without he did treason to his lord, as Lucifer did to
God; but they said they could have no such battle, for they were neither angels nor spirits, but
men formed to the similarity of their lords, saying why should they then be kept so under like
beasts; the which they said they would no longer suffer, for they would be all one, and if they
labored or did anything for their lords, they would have wages therefore as well as other.
And of this imagination was a foolish priest in the county of Kent called John Ball, for the which
foolish words he had been three times in the bishop of Canterbury's prison: “Ah, ye good people,
the matters goes not well to pass in England, nor shall not do till everything be common, and that
there be no villeins nor gentlemen, but that we may be all united together, and that the lords be
no greater masters than we be. What have we deserved, or why should we be kept thus in
servitude? We be all come from one father and one mother, Adam and Eve. Whereby can they
say or shew that they be greater lords than we be, saving by that they cause us to win and labor
for that they dispend? They are clothed in velvet and camlet furred with grise,5 and we be
vestured with poor cloth. They have their wines, spices and good bread, and we have the drawing
out of the chaffs and drink water. They dwell in fair houses, and we have the pain and travail,
rain and wind in the fields. And by that that cometh of our labors they keep and maintain their
estates. . . . . Let us go to the king. He is young, and shew him what servitude we be in, and shew
him how we will have it otherwise, or else we will provide us of some remedy. And if we go
together, all manner of people that be now in any bondage will follow us to the intent to be made
free. And when the king sees us, we shall have some remedy, either by fairness or otherwise.”
Thus John Ball said on Sundays, when the people issued out of the churches in the villages.
Wherefore many of the mean people loved him, and such as intended to no goodness said how he
said truth. And so they would murmur one with another in the fields and in the ways as they went
together, affirming how John Ball said truth. . . .
….They rose and came towards London to the number of sixty thousand. And they had a captain
called Wat Tyler, and with him in company was Jack Straw and John Ball. These three were
chief sovereign captains, but the head of all was Wat Tyler, and he was indeed a tiler of houses,
2
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an ungracious patron. When these unhappy men began thus to stir, they of London, except such
as were of their band, were greatly afraid. Then the mayor of London and the rich men of the
city took counsel together, and when they saw the people thus coming on every side, they caused
the gates of the city to be closed and would suffer no man to enter into the city. . . .
The Monday before the feast of Corpus Christi [in 1381] these people issued out of their houses
to come to London to speak with the king to be made free, for they would have had no bondman
in England. And so first they came to Saint Thomas of Canterbury, and there John Ball had
thought to have found the bishop of Canterbury, but he was at London with the king. When Wat
Tyler and Jack Straw entered into Canterbury, all the common people made great feast, for all
the town was of their assent; and there they took counsel to go to London to the king, and to send
some of their company over the river of Thames into Essex, into Sussex and into the counties of
Stafford[shire] and Bedford[shire], to speak to the people that they should all come to the farther
side of London and thereby to close London round about, so that the king should not stop their
passages. . . .
. . . They departed in the morning and all the people of Canterbury with them, and so took the
way to Rochester and sent their people to the villages about. And in their going they beat down
and robbed houses of advocates and procurers of the king's court and of the archbishop, and had
mercy of none. . . . Now behold the great fortune. If they might have come to their intents, they
would have destroyed all the noblemen of England, and thereafter all other nations would have
followed the same and have taken foot and example by them and by them of Gaunt and Flanders,
who rebelled against their lord….
Then the captains, as John Ball, Jack Straw and Wat Tyler, went throughout London and a
twenty thousand with them, and so came to the Savoy in the way to Westminster, which was a
goodly house and it pertained to the duke of Lancaster. And when they entered, they slew the
keepers thereof and robbed and pill[ag]ed the house, and when they had so done, then they set
fire on it and clean destroyed and brent6 it. And when they had done that outrage, they left not
therewith, but went straight to the fair hospital of the Rhodes called Saint John's, and there they
brent house, hospital, minster and all. Then they went from street to street and slew all the
Flemings7 that they could find in church or in any other place, there was none respited from
death. And they brake up divers houses of the Lombards8 and robbed them and took their goods
at their pleasure, for there was none that durst9 say them nay. And they slew in the city a rich
merchant called Richard Lyon, to whom before that time Wat Tyler had done service in France;
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and on a time this Richard Lyon had beaten him, while he was his varlet,10 the which Wat Tyler
then remembered, and so came to his house and strake off his head and caused it to be borne on a
spear-point before him all about the city. Thus these ungracious people demeaned themselves
like people enraged and wood, and so that day they did much sorrow in London….
And when Wat Tyler saw the king tarry, he said to his people: ‘Sirs, yonder is the king: I will go
and speak with him. Stir not from hence, without I make you a sign; and when I make you that
sign, come on and slay all them except the king; but do the king no hurt, he is young, we shall do
with him as we list and shall lead him with us all about England, and so shall we be lords of all
the realm without doubt….'
[Wat Tyler rides out to King Richard and speaks rudely and threateningly to him. The
Lord Mayor of London cannot restrain himself.]

'Yes truly,' quoth the mayor, 'thou false stinking knave, shalt thou speak thus in the presence of
the king my natural lord? I commit never to live, without thou shalt dearly abye11 it.' And with
those words the mayor drew out his sword and strake Tyler so great a stroke on the head, that he
fell down at the feet of his horse, and as soon as he was fallen, they environed12 him all about,
whereby he was not seen of his company. Then a squire of the king's alighted, called John
Standish, and he drew out his sword and put it into Wat Tyler's belly, and so he died.
Then the ungracious people there assembled, perceiving their captain slain, began to murmur
among themselves and said: 'Ah, our captain is slain, let us go and slay them all.' And therewith
they arranged themselves on the place in manner of battle, and their bows before them. Thus the
king began a great outrage.13 Howbeit, all turned to the best: for as soon as Tyler was on the
earth, the king departed from all his company and all alone he rode to these people, and said to
his own men: 'Sirs, none of you follow me; let me alone.' And so when he came before these
ungracious people, who put themselves in ordinance to revenge their captain, then the king said
to them: 'Sirs, what aileth you? Ye shall have no captain but me. I am your king; be all in rest
and peace.'
And so the most part of the people that heard the king speak and saw him among them, were
shamefast14 and began to wax peaceable and to depart; but some, such as were malicious and
evil, would not depart, but made semblance as though they would do somewhat….
Thus these foolish people departed, some one way and some another; and the king and his lords
and all his company right ordinately entered into London with great joy.
10

servant
Pay the penalty.
12
surrounded
13
In this case the word outrage means an act of boldness.
14
ashamed
11
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41. Punishment after the English Peasant’s Revolt (1381)
In the aftermath of English Peasant’s Revolt the government took bloody reprisals, but only after
the proper common law procedures were followed. This trial inquisition, literally an inquiry into
the facts of the case, tells us a lot about the impact which the common law and the Magna Carta
had had on the legal system in England.
1) What are the charges against the defendant?
2) How do the justices get their evidence?
3) What punishment do they decide upon?
4) Where do you see the influence of the common law and Magna Carta in this case?
[From A.E. Bland, P.A. Brown and R.H. Tawney, eds., English Economic History: Select
Documents (London, 1914), pp.105-107.]

Inquisition taken there on [July 20, 1381] by the oath of John Baker [names of eleven others]. . . who
say on their oath that Richard de Leicester of Ely on Saturday next after the feast of Corpus Christi
in the 4th year of our Lord the King that now is, of his own will made insurrection, gathering to
himself John Buk of Ely and many other evildoers unknown, and went through the whole town of
Ely, commanding that all men, of whatsoever estate, should make insurrection and go with him to
destroy divers traitors whom he would name to them. . .whereby the people of the same town of Ely
and other townships of the isle aforesaid were greatly disturbed and injured….
…The same Richard [de Leicester] . . . commanded [names of eight men] and many others of the
commons there assembled, that they should go with him to the monastery of Ely to stand with him,
while he, in the pulpit of the same monastery, should declare to them and all others the matters to be
performed on behalf of King Richard and the commons against traitors and other disloyal men, and
this under pain of the burning of their houses and the taking off of their heads. And so the same
Richard [de Leicester] was a notorious leader and assembler feloniously, and committed all the
aforesaid acts to the prejudice of the crown of the lord the King….
And that the same Richard on the said Monday at Ely feloniously adjudged to death Edmund de
Walsyngham, one of the justices of the peace1 of the lord the King in the county of Cambridge,
whereby the said Edmund was then feloniously beheaded and his head set on the pillory there, the
same being a pernicious example….
1

Justices of the peace (JPs) were gentlemen or knights who acted as unpaid officials of the king. The king appointed
them in every shire to keep order, collect revenues owed to him, and to act as his eyes and ears at the local level. To be
made a JP was a great honor and showed that the government saw one as a leader in the shire. Consequently, although
the position did not come with pay, it was greatly valued for the social prestige it bestowed.
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And hereupon the aforesaid Richard was taken by the justices aforesaid and afterwards brought
before them and charged and diligently examined touching all the felonies and seditions aforesaid,
article by article. . . . And hereupon the same Richard made no further denial of any of the premises2
presented against him, but said, “I cannot make further answer, and I hold myself convicted.” And
because it is clear and plain enough to the aforesaid justices that the same Richard is guilty of all the
felonies and seditions aforesaid. . . therefore by the discretion of the said justices he was drawn3 and
hanged the same day and year, etc., and [it was adjudged] that his lands and tenements, goods and
chattels should be forfeit to the lord the King, as law requires.

2

that which was said previously
By drawn the justices have ordered that Richard’s belly be slit open and his intestines drawn out of his body and
burned in front of him before being hanged. Treason was traditionally punished by a painful death in order to dissuade
others from acting like traitors.
3
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42. Jean Froissart, “The Campaign of Crecy” from Chronicles (c.1410)
The Hundred Years’ War was a conflict between England France which was fought between 1337 and
1453. It was not one long war, but rather a myriad of smaller raids, skirmishes and sieges, with a
handful of full-scale battles thrown in. At first the English seemed to have the upper hand, as they won
a number of famous victories (at Crecy in 1346 and Poitiers in 1356) with their new, innovative, and
(most of all) cheap army, which mixed mounted knights, foot soldiers and longbowmen. This English
army proved again and again to be a match for the French, whose army was made up largely of
heavily armored mounted knights and a few crossbowmen. Even after successive defeats the French
were loathe to change the composition of their army, an act which would have been unchivalric in
their eyes. It took the bloody and humiliating loss at the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, which killed off
the cream of French chivalry and almost put an English king on the throne of France, to get the
French to try new tactics, weapons and army composition. The introduction of gunpowder weapons
and a resurgent nationalism, the latter shown best by the efforts of a young woman named Joan of Arc,
helped turn the tide of battle against the English. By 1453 the French had succeeded in pushing the
English almost entirely out of France and could begin rebuilding royal authority which had suffered
greatly during the war.
The most popular history of the Hundred Years’ War was penned by Jean Froissart. The
following selection pertains to the first great pitched battle between the English and French armies,
where the French caught up to an outnumbered English force led by King Edward III and his son, the
Prince of Wales.
1) What is Froissart’s source for this battle?
2) Does this color the account he gives?
3) What reasons does Froissart give for both the English victory and the French defeat?
4) Why did so many French noblemen die at the battle of Crecy?
[From Jean Froissart, Chronicles (New York: Penguin Books, 1978), 87-91]

There is no one, even among those present on that day, who has been able to understand and relate the
whole truth of the matter. This was especially so on the French side, where such confusion reigned.
What I know about it comes chiefly from the English, who had a good understanding of their own
battle-plan, and also from some of Sir John of Hainault’s men, who were never far from the King of
France.
The English, who were drawn up in their three divisions and sitting quietly on the ground, got up with
perfect discipline when they saw the French approaching and formed their ranks, with the archers in a
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harrow-formation1 and the men-at-arms behind. The Prince of Wales’s2 division was in front. The
second, commanded by the Earls of Northampton and Arundel, was on the wing, ready to support the
Prince if the need arose.
It must be stressed that the French lords (kings, dukes, counts and barons) did not reach the spot
together, but arrived one after another, in no kind of order. When King Philip came near the place
where the English were and saw them, his blood boiled, for he hated them. Nothing could now stop
him from giving battle. He said to his Marshals: “Send forward our Genoese and begin the battle, in
the name of God and St. Denis.
He had with him about fifteen thousand Genoese bowmen who would sooner have gone to the devil
than fight at that moment, for they had just marched over eighteen miles, in armor and carrying their
crossbows. They told their commanders that they were not in a state to fight much of a battle just then.
These words came to the ears of the Count of Alençon, who grew very angry and said: “What is the
use of burdening ourselves with this rabble who give up just when they are needed!”
While this argument was going on and the Genoese were hanging back, a heavy storm of rain came on
and there were loud claps of thunder, with lightning. Before the rain, huge flocks of crows had flown
over both armies, making a deafening noise in the air. Some experienced knights said that this
portended a great and murderous battle.
Then the sky began to clear and the sun shone out brightly. But the French had it straight in their eyes
and the English at their backs. The Genoese, having been marshaled into proper order and made to
advance, began to utter loud whoops to frighten the English. The English waited in silence and did not
stir. The Genoese hulloa’d a second time and advanced a little farther, but the English still made no
move. Then they raised a third shout, very loud and clear, leveled their crossbows and began to shoot.
At this the English archers took one pace forward and poured out their arrows on the Genoese so
thickly and evenly that they fell like snow. When they felt those arrows piercing their arms, their
heads, their faces, the Genoese, who had never met such archers before, were thrown into confusion.
Many cut their bowstrings and some threw down their crossbows. They began to fall back.
Between them and the main body of the French there was a hedge of knights, splendidly mounted and
armed, who had been watching their discomfiture and now cut off their retreat. For the King of France,
seeing how miserably they had performed, called out in great anger: “Quick now, kill all that rabble.
1

The archers probably formed hollow wedges pointed towards the enemy, at each end of a body of foot-soldiers
and positioned slightly in front of these.
2
The King of England’s eldest son and heir.
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They are only getting in our way!” Thereupon the mounted men began to strike out at them on all sides
and many staggered and fell, never to rise again. The English continued to shoot into the thickest part
of the crowd, wasting none of their arrows. They impaled or wounded horses and riders, who fell to the
ground in great distress, unable to get up again without the help of several men. . . .
It is true that too few great feats of arms were performed that day, considering the vast number of fine
soldiers and excellent knights who were with the King of France. But the battle began late and the
French had had a long and heavy day before they arrived. Yet they still went forward and preferred
death to a dishonorable flight. . . .
The King of France was in great distress when he saw his army being destroyed piecemeal by such a
handful of men as the English were. He asked the opinion of Sir John of Hainault, who was at his side.
“Well, sire,” Sir John answered, “the only advice I can give you now is to withdraw to some place of
safety, for I see no hope of recovery. Also, it will soon be dark and you might as easily fall in with
your enemies and meet disaster as find yourself among friends.”. . .
The lateness of the hour harmed the French cause as much as anything, for in the dark many of the
men-at-arms lost their leaders and wandered about the field in disorder only to fall in with the English,
who quickly overwhelmed and killed them. They took no prisoners and asked no ransoms, acting as
they had decided among themselves in the morning when they were aware of the huge numbers of the
enemy. . . .
It must be said that fearful losses had been inflicted on the French and that the kingdom of France was
greatly weakened by the death of so many of her brave nobility. If the English had mounted a pursuit,
as they did at Poitiers, they would have accounted for many more, including the King himself. . . .
. . . Among the English there were pillagers and irregulars, Welsh and Cornishmen armed with long
knives, who went out after the French (their own men-at-arms and archers making way for them) and,
when they found any in difficulty, whether they were counts, barons, knights or squires, they killed
them without mercy. Because of this, many were slaughtered that evening, regardless of their rank. It
was a great misfortune and the King of England was afterwards very angry that none had been taken
for ransom, for the number of dead lords was very great.

123

43. The Good Parliament (1376)
The Hundred Years’ War, a series of military engagements which occupied the English and the French
for actually well over a century, had its official beginning in 1337, when King Edward III of England
pressed his claim to the French throne by invading France. During the early years of the war the
English forces were victorious, and the French king was captured at the Battle of Poitiers in 1356.
After the initial glory of such triumphs as Poitiers had faded, the English found themselves bogged
down in a war which accomplished little and cost much. The English king was forced to go to
Parliament frequently and ask for extraordinary revenue, which meant raising money through
additional taxation. Fruitless campaigns, corruption, and a lack of leadership at home provoked both
houses of Parliament to make demands of the king in return for funding the war abroad. Some of these
demands were achieved, at least temporarily, in the session of 1376, known as the “Good
Parliament.”
1) In the following selection what evidence do you see that the power of Parliament is growing?
2) What are they able to force the king to do in order to get funding for the war?
3) Who do they claim is at fault for the bad things happening in the realm?
4) Is the king blamed directly?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 73-74.]

In the year of grace 1376 . . . in the beginning of the month of May, King Edward caused a great
parliament to be called at Westminster; at which, in accordance with his usual custom, he asked from
the people that a certain subsidy1 be granted to him for the defense of the kingdom. In replying to him
they said that they were frequently worried in various ways by such impositions, and they said truly
that they could not bear such burdens without the greatest loss. For it was clearly evident to them that
the king had sufficient [resources] for the defense of his kingdom, if the kingdom were ruled prudently
and faithfully, but as long as there was such government in the kingdom as was then being carried on
by the wicked officials, the kingdom would never abound in resources or wealth. They offered to prove
this clearly, and if after this proof it should be found that the king needed anything, they would aid him
according to their ability. In the progress of events many things were said about the favorites of the
king, his various other officers, and especially Lord Latimer, his chancellor,2 who influenced the king
in the worst way.

1

A subsidy was a tax on both land and moveable wealth.
The chancellor was one of the great officers of state and thus an important advisor of the king. He was the head
of the Chancery, the chief writing office of the English government, in charge of royal correspondence and treaties.
2
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Wherefore the duke of Lancaster,3 Lord Latimer, and several other officers of the king were removed
and others substituted in their places. Likewise, at the petition of the community, it was ordained that
certain bishops and earls of praiseworthy lives should rule the king and kingdom for the rest. This had
to be done, as the king was already verging on senility and needed helpers of this kind. But this change
lasted scarcely three months, inasmuch as it was hindered by those who had been removed from the
king, as was mentioned above.

3

John of Gaunt, the fourth son of Edward III.

125

44. Statute of Pleading (1362)
An important impact of English involvement in the Hundred Years War was a surge in English
nationalism. For much of the period after the Norman Conquest the interests of the kings and
nobles of England had spanned both sides of the English Channel. The great noblemen had held
lands in both England and France. By the fourteenth century, however, English nobles had lost
most of their French possessions and consequently took a greater interest in their lands in
Britain. Fighting for their king’s claim to the French throne became a patriotic duty. The
English were “us,” and the French became “them.” It became less necessary to know the
French language in order to function in society. In fact most English people took tremendous
pride in the development of their own English language. Authors such as William Langland, who
wrote Piers Plowman, and Geoffrey Chaucer, writer of The Canterbury Tales, wrote their works
in English. The English government also got on the language bandwagon with this
parliamentary act.
1) What problem is this act trying to remedy?
2) What solution does it order to take effect?
[From The text of the Statute of Pleading (36 Edw III c.15). Found at
http://www.languageandlaw.org/TEXTS/STATS/PLEADING.HTM]

Because it is often shewed to the King by the prelates, dukes, earls, barons, and all the
Commonalty, of the great mischiefs which have happened to divers of this Realm,, because the
laws, customs, and the statutes of this realm be not commonly [holden and kept] in the same
realm, for that they be pleaded, shewed, and judged in the French tongue, which is much
unknown in the said realm; so that the people which do implead, or be impleaded, in the King’s
court. . . have no knowledge nor understanding of that which is said for them or against them….
The King desiring the governance and tranquility of his people, and to put out and eschew the
harms and mischiefs which do or may happen in this behalf by the occasions aforesaid, hath
ordained and established by the assent aforesaid, that all pleas which shall be pleaded in [any]
courts whatsoever, before any of his justices. . . shall be pleaded, shewed, defended, answered,
debated, and judged in the English tongue, and that they be entered and enrolled in Latin.
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45. John Paston’s Petition (1450)
Henry VI (1421-1471) was a weak king. Unlike his warlike father, Henry V, the victor of the
Battle of Agincourt, the younger Henry was not a military leader and did not have the wealth
necessary to bind men to him and command their respect. As a consequence, a general
lawlessness broke out in England during his reign, and noblemen vied with each other for
power. The conflict lasted for decades and came to be known as the Wars of the Roses, after the
heraldic symbols for Henry’s House of Lancaster, the red rose, and that of his chief rivals, the
House of York, with their white rose. Wayward noblemen, called over-mighty subjects, gathered
private armies of retainers and used them to take land, houses and the possessions of anyone
who crossed their path. They disregarded the common law because Henry VI was not strong
enough to enforce it. In the end Henry VI was supplanted by the Yorkist Edward IV.
John Paston was a middle-class lawyer from Norfolk who fell afoul of one such overmighty subject, Lord Moleyns. He tried to get help by sending a petition to the king through
parliament which outlined Moleyns misdeeds.
1) What crime does Paston accuse Lord Moleyns of committing?
2) What makes this crime particularly disturbing?
3) What do Lord Moleyns’s actions show us about what is happening in England under a weak
king?
[James Gairdner, ed., The Paston Letters, v.2 (Project Gutenberg eBook), Letter 102. Found at
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/40989/40989-h/40989-h.htm. Accessed March 30, 2017.]

Beseecheth meekly your humble liege man, John Paston, that where he, and other enfeoffed1 to
his use, have been peaceably possessed of the manor of Gresham, within the county of Norfolk,
20 years and more, till [February 17, 1448], that Robert Hungerforth, knight, the Lord Moleyns,
entered in the said manor. . . . the said Lord sent to the said mansion a riotous people, to the
number of a thousand persons, with blanket bends of a suit2 as risers against your peace, arrayed
in manner of war, with cuirass,3 briganders,4 jacks,5 salettes,6 glaives, bows, arrows, pavises,7
guns, [and other weapons and tools] with which they mined down the walls,8 and long trees with
which they broke up gates and doors, and so came into the said mansion. The wife of your
beseecher [Margaret Paston], at that time being there in, and 12 persons with her; the which
persons they drove out of the said mansion, and mined down the wall of the chamber wherein the
1

Legally settled upon him as a fief.
Wearing uniforms of white cloth.
3
A breastplate.
4
Light body armor.
5
Armor jacket reinforced with metal plates.
6
Heavy armor for a soldier.
7
Heavy shields.
8
Dug into and broke down the walls.
2

128

wife of your beseecher was, and bore her out at the gates, and cut asunder the posts of the houses
and let them fall, and broke up all the chambers and coffers within the said mansion and rifled,
and in manner of robbery bore away all the stuff, array, and money that your said beseecher and
his servants had there, on to the value of [£200], and part thereof sold, and part thereof gave, and
the remnant they departed among them, to the great and outrageous hurt of your said
beseecher....
Please it Your Highness, considering that if this great insurrection, riot, and wrong, and daily
continuance thereof so heinously done against your crown, dignity and peace, should not by your
high might be duly punished, it shall give great boldness to them, and all other misdoers to make
congregations and conventicles riotously, unable to be [stopped], to the subversion and final
destruction of your liege people and laws: And also, how that your said beseecher is not able to
sue the common law in redressing of this heinous wrong, for the great might and alliance of the
said Lord [Moleyns]. . .

129

46. A Bastard Feudalism Indenture (1461)
Traditional feudalism from the High Middle Ages (c.1000-1300) was based on an exchange of
land made by a great lord for the loyalty and military service of a fighting man, known as a
vassal. The lord expected his vassal to answer a call each year to come serve or fight for him,
usually for about forty-five days. This was a reciprocal agreement in which both sides owed
something to the other. Furthermore, the agreement was legally binding, not just on the lord and
vassal, but also on their heirs. Lord and vassal often fought alongside each other on the
battlefield, which also strengthened the bonds between them. By the middle of the fifteenth
century this agreement had changed quite drastically. There was little land in England available
for attracting vassals to a lord’s cause. There were, however, hundreds of fighting men freshly
back from France and the fighting of the Hundred Years War. These soldiers were looking for
employment, and they had limited job skills -- mainly as fighters. A bastard form of feudalism
arose, in which fighting men agreed to become the retainers of great lords and follow their
orders, but no land was exchanged. The new agreements were drawn up twice on a parchment
sheet and signed by both parties. Then the parchment was jaggedly cut in half by a knife, so that
each party got a copy of the agreement. The ragged cut, which could be used to authenticate the
document, looked like sharpened teeth, and so these agreements were called indentures (from
“denture,” meaning “teeth”). This practice of assembling large forces of retainers gave rise to
the “overmighty subjects” which plagued the kings of England up through the reign of Henry
VII.
Below we have a selection from an indenture between Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick,
known as “The Kingmaker,” and a knight called Sir John Trafford.
1) What is Trafford expected to do for his new lord?
2) What does the earl give to his new retainer in lieu of land?
3) How is this arrangement different from that of a traditional feudal agreement?
4) Why might the differences be significant?
[From David R. Cook, Lancastrians and Yorkists: The Wars of the Roses (Longman, 1984), 87.]

This indenture made the 26th day of May the first year of the reign of the king our sovereign lord
Edward IV between Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick and Captain of Calais, on the one hand,
and Sir John Trafford, who of his free and mere motion is pledged and retained towards and with
the earl during the term of his life, to be with him and do him service and attendance against all
manner of persons, saving his allegiance. And that Sir John Trafford shall be ready at the desire
or commandment of the earl to come unto him at all such times and in such places as the earl
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shall call upon him or give him sufficient warning, horsed,1 harnessed,2 arrayed,3 and
accompanied as the case shall require . . . And the earl for the same has granted to Sir John
Trafford to have . . . in annuity4 during his life of the sum of 20 marks sterling5 [to be paid twice
a year].

1

He must come with a war horse.
The war horse must have all of its harness, meaning saddle, bridle, reins and armor.
3
Sir John must come arrayed or dressed for battle, meaning bring his own body armor and weapons.
4
Annually, every year.
5
A mark was an old form of currency which equaled about 2/3 of a pound sterling (silver).
2
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